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ABSTRACT 

I argue that contemporary journalists paradoxically 

require a subjectivist epistemology to comply with the 

standards of what is known as "the ideal of objectivity." 

Because of this, these writers have lost much of the fact

claiming and meaning-making ability that makes their work 

so important. In order to understand how knowledge and 

meaning are made in journalism, we need to look past the 

surface rhetoric of the reporter and uncover the 

institutional rhetoric that has been formed throughout the 

20th century. In this dissertation, I apply the classical 

rhetorical terms kairos and nomos to the political economy 

of the news industry and the professional conventions 

produced by that industry. I conclude that the 

6 

conventions that make up "the ideal of objectivity" work to 

ensure that individual reporters make no claims against the 

hegemonic worldview of the bureaucratic status quo, and 

that the voices deemed "credible" by the industry are 

those representing the largest and most powerful public and 

private organizations. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

News as Rhetoric 

The Broadening Scope of Rhetoric 

In 1959, Daniel Fogarty pointed out that a common 

theme in the "new" rhetorics of the mid twentieth century 

was a call to broaden the scope of rhetoric to include 

"every kind of symbol-using, from a political speech to a 

kitchen conversation ••• " (130). Indeed, one of those new 

rhetoricians, Kenneth Burke, broadly defines rhetoric as 

"communication in general," and considers exposition and 

description to be just as "rhetorical" as argumentation 

(77). Burke's definition of rhetoric goes even beyond 

writing and speech. In the course of his Rhetoric of 

Motives, he discusses a range of rhetorical activities, 

including sales promotion, courtship, food, painting, 

witchcraft, social etiquette, education, architecture, 

literature, and news. Despite the call for a broader field 

of rhetorical study, however, most current discussions of 

rhetoric--especially in the field of rhetoric and 

composition, as we will see below--continue to highlight 



only academic writing: essays, literature, and research 

papers. In response to the lack of range in rhetorical 

studies, this dissertation attempts to describe the 

rhetoric of mainstream print news--in particular, front

page or "hard" news. 

8 

There are good reasons to study the rhetoric of print 

news. For one, it is surely one of the most common forms 

of reading that people do. In a study conducted in an all

black working class community in the southeast united 

states, Shirley Brice Heath found seven typical "functions" 

or "uses" of literacy. The literary forms she discusses 

include such things as price tags, bills, traffic signs, 

letters, phone books, tax forms, product instructions, and 

news related items. Heath describes the functions of these 

"types" as instrumental, social-interactional, memory

supportive, sUbstitutes for oral messages, permanent 

records, and confirmations (128-29). As she goes on to 

say, 

It is significant that these types do not include 

those usually highlighted in school-oriented 

discussions of literacy uses: critical, aesthetic, 

organizational, and recreational. (129) 

Heath's point is that academics tend to discuss and study 

forms of literacy that aren't necessarily common in the 
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nonacademic world. My own hope is that a more developed 

study of news rhetoric might provide one natural link 

between nonacademic and academic uses of literacy. We need 

to learn more about this form of writing that has such a 

regular and prominent impact on the beliefs and attitudes 

of United states citizens. 

Indeed, because of its regularity and prominence, news 

is clearly an important means by which knowledge is created 

in our society. Susan C. Jarratt points out that 

traditional philosophical questions like "How can knowledge 

be defined?" and "What is reality?" are no longer 

appropriate, since they are answered in different ways in 

different cultures and at different moments in history 

(xviii). She suggests, therefore, that for us it is 

perhaps more relevant to ask "How is knowledge defined now, 

in our culture?" My dissertation is an attempt to answer 

this question with reference to the daily news. I will 

look at the economic context, the production techniques, 

and the stylistic techniques of news creation. My premise 

is that the methodology of any rhetorical form describes 

the way knowledge is defined in that genre. 

I choose print news not only because it is closely 

related to the traditional rhetorical forms studied in 

English departments, but also because research shows that 



10 

the major print news outlets--the wire services and such 

national newspapers as the New York Times--serve an agenda

setting function for both radio and television news 

programming (Tuchman 20; Lee and Solomon 20). In terms of 

collection procedures and subject matter, then, print news 

and other news media are very similar. They differ, of 

course, in their "delivery"--to use the traditional 

rhetorical term--and in this regard I will be focusing 

exclusively on the print medium. 

Over the past several decades, the study of news has 

taken place primarily in the fields of journalism, 

communications, and media studies. I will draw from some 

of this work, but I agree with Herb Karl, who in a 1981 

NCTE publication wrote that English departments need to 

become more active in studying media other than academic 

writing (139). He includes printed, visual, and oral forms 

of mass media. In his definition of a "media competent 

person," he includes the abilities to "distinguish between 

claims and appeals ... ," "recognize bias (social, 

economic, political, technical) in news •.• ," 

"distinguish between reports, inferences and judgments in 

news programming, and determine the effects of context on 

'the news'" (142-43). Those of us in English studies, and 

particularly those of us in the field of rhetoric and 
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composition, have a uniquely developed body of work to draw 

on that concerns claims, appeals, bias, inferences, and 

judgments. In this dissertation, I will draw on both 

classical and contemporary rhetorical theory to help me 

develop a rhetoric of print news. 

Karl says that we need to study news in order "to 

understand what news is, how news is reported, what kinds 

of meanings are to be made of the news and news media, and 

what effects news and news media can have on the shaping of 

attitudes, beliefs, and actions" (155). Here, I will 

address in particular what news is and how news is 

reported, in hopes of leading to additional work in these 

other areas. 

Developing a Rhetoric of Print News 

Unfortunately, "news" as a topic for English 

researchers has been virtually ignored over the past decade 

despite Karl's call for an expanded field of study. There 

has been some work done on television news, such as Joel 

Nydahl's 1986 article in Teaching English in the Two-Year 

College. Nydahl takes an important first step in 

developing a rhetoric of television news, although his 

focus on the "delivery" of that medium--including camera 

angles, cuts between shots, vocal tones, and facial 



expressions--makes his work largely tangential to the 

concerns of print news. 
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No articles about news appeared during the 1980s in 

the major journals of the field of rhetoric and 

composition: College English, College composition and 

Communication, Rhetoric Review, Journal of Advanced 

Composition, PRE/TEXT, and Rhetoric Society Ouarterly. In 

their book, Writing in Nonacademic Settings, Lee Odell and 

Dixie Goswami ignore news writing entirely, focusing 

instead on writing in business and other professional 

settings. Likewise, W. Ross winterowd ignores mainstream 

news writing in his Rhetoric of the "Other" Literature, 

although he does have a chapter on the "New Journalism"-

which is, of course, writing intended primarily for 

magazine rather than newspaper audiences. 

When print news is mentioned by members of the field, 

it tends to be misunderstood as a rhetorical form. For 

example, Margo Sorenson writes in English Journal that in 

her writing classes she covers news ethics by emphasizing, 

among other things, that "Reporters report the news; they 

should never create it. They must be objective observers 

of the action and not become involved in the action" (44). 

This view clearly ignores much of the rhetorical theory of 

the past several decades. It reflects a predominant view 
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of news as an unproblematic reflection of reality, a 

reflection that is "distorted" by individual reporters who 

refuse to comply with the "standards of objectivity" that 

have been developed during this century. Indeed, this view 

of news reflects a belief in the basic ideas of the 

"current-traditional" paradigm of composition studies that 

many current rhetoricians have persuasively argued against. 

Perhaps the main reason why mainstream print news has 

been ignored in composition studies is this apparent 

connection to the current-traditional theory of rhetoric. 

Sorenson, the writing teacher cited above, not only assumes 

that news writing follows the standards of "objective" 

nineteenth-century positivism, but she also appears to 

subscribe to those standards. In this sense, she is in the 

minority of current composition scholars. Most have 

rejected positivism and turned to a more sUbjectivist view 

of rhetoric and epistemology. This may help explain why so 

little is currently written about mainstream news: since we 

still use the term "objective" to describe mainstream news 

writing, most of us assume that modern journalism has a 

solid connection to nineteenth-century "objective" 

positivism. If such a connection exists, there is no real 

need to discuss journalism directly; the general critiques 

of positivism will apply. But my premise is that there is 
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in fact little, if any, connection between nineteenth

century positivism and twentieth-century journalism. The 

connection once existed, to be sure, but by the time the 

term "objective" began to be applied to journalism in the 

1920s and 30s, a subjectivist epistemology had been adopted 

by the profession. The very term objective began to take 

on a narrower meaning, removing the positivistic emphasis 

on "the world" or "reality" and creating a new emphasis on 

the observing subject. In other words, instead of 

"objective" writing--a current-traditional concept--we now 

have "objective" writers. Ironically, this shift 

significantly reduced the epistemological power of writers. 

In this dissertation, I will show how modern journalists 

paradoxically require a subjectivist epistemology to comply 

with the standards of what is known as "the ideal of 

objectivity," and because of this requirement, these 

writers have lost much of the meaning-making ability that 

makes their work so important. 

News and Current-Traditional Rhetoric 

At first glance, mainstream news does seem to reflect 

the ideals of the current-traditional paradigm. The 

distinguishing feature of that paradigm is the "word

thought-thing" relationship. According to Fogarty, the 
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current-traditional theory follows Aristotle in asserting 

that " ... things which are perceivable to the senses are 

real" (21). "An idea, a judgment, even a complete 

argumentation, is true only to the extent that such an idea 

or judgment or argumentation corresponds with reality 

independent of the mind" (23). So the theory posits a 

relatively simple word-thought-thing relationship. In 

terms of news, we'd expect news articles to be simple 

expressions of reality, of "what happened" yesterday. 

Indeed, this is the conventional perception of what news 

is, a simple reflection of reality. 

According to James A. Berlin, the epistemology of 

current-traditional rhetoric centers on the individual: "It 

is the individual sense impression that provides the basis 

on which all knowledge can be built" ("Contemporary" 769). 

"Truth," always the aim of rhetorics of this kind, "is 

determined through the inductive method--through collecting 

sense data and arriving at generalizations" (Rhetoric 7-8). 

The current-traditional paradigm rests on the assumption 

that individuals can perceive the world directly and 

accurately, and that they can then draw reasonable 

conclusions from their perceptions. If news emphasized the 

individual observer and the inductive method, we would 

expect reporters to report what they themselves have 



observed going on in the world, and then to generalize 

about those observations. They would cite trends and 

patterns in world events and behaviors. 

16 

Berlin describes current-traditional rhetoric as 

concentrating solely on appeals to "understanding and 

reason," with an emphasis on exposition (Writing 63). In 

other words, the Aristotelian appeal of logos should 

dominate a current-traditional rhetoric. The observer's 

responsibility is to "prove" the validity of his or her 

observations and generalizations by using the "logical" 

appeal. Like the scientists expounding the "scientific 

method" during the nineteenth century, news reporters 

subscribing to the current-traditional paradigm would be 

expected to verify their claims with factual evidence, and 

to make that evidence available to others who might want to 

check on it. 

These characteristics of current-traditional rhetoric 

stress an epistemological objectivity: the individual 

observer has the ability to know the world directly, 

describe it, and even generalize about it. By objective, 

then, what Berlin appears to mean is accurate, logical, or 

scientific. These are the goals of positivism. 

But Berlin goes on to say that current-traditional 

observers do not create or establish meaning, but merely 
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pass along observations (writing 63). The observer's 

responsibility "is to engage in an innocent reaction to 

sense impression, examining it without allowing any 

distortion to occur" (Rhetoric 8). Here we see the term 

objective being used to mean "neutral," requiring that the 

writer/observer act primarily as a registrar of reality. 

It is a methodological objectivity. The reality observed 

and the generalizations made are presumed to be identical 

to those that any observer would perceive. One news 

reporter, then, would pass on the same story as another. 

So we have two types of objectivity: the first kind can be 

described as epistemological accuracy; the second can be 

described as methodological neutrality. This distinction 

is an important one when it comes to news. 

From Berlin's description of the current-traditional 

theory of rhetoric, we can thus describe what a current

traditional reporter might be expected to do: write about 

the one, single "real" world, beginning with direct 

observations and moving toward generalized claims, backing 

up those claims with externally verifiable evidence, and 

maintaining a neutral stance that limits as much as 

possible the personal interpretations of the observer. 

This sounds a lot like Sorenson's description of the ideal 

news reporter. But it's important to note that this 
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definition of current-traditional rhetoric gives to the 

writer three functions that are almost entirely absent from 

current journalistic practice: the tasks of observing, 

generalizing, and proving. The only characteristic listed 

here that does apply to modern journalists is the 

presumption of neutrality. Indeed, neutrality--and not 

epistemological positivism--is the essence of the 

journalistic "ideal of objectivity," as we will see below. 

"Objective" twentieth-century journalism is not based 

on the observations of individual reporters; it is heavily 

mediated by the people and institu-tions that make up the 

subject matter of the news itself. Reporters do not 

generalize; rather, they must rely on the inferences and 

conclusions of news sources. And finally, validity in 

journalism relies on ethos, not logos, as its primary 

method of persuasion. Modern reporters are not analogous 

to those nineteenth-century positivists who "observed" 

phenomena and generalized inductively from them. In fact, 

journalism moved over to a subjectivist method of 

generating knowledge at precisely the time when 

"objectivism" was beginning to be questioned on a large 

scale--during the early part of the twentieth century. The 

fact that some readers, and even some writing teachers, 

continue to describe news in objectivist terms indicates 
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the need for a systematic explanation of the way news 

works, both methodologically and epistemologically. Such 

an explanation must begin with a look at the development of 

what has come to be known as "the ideal of objectivity" in 

journalism. 

The Ideal of Objectivity 

The methodology of mainstream news serves as an 

ideological response to the political and philosophical 

skepticism that hit mainstream culture in the 1920s and 

30s. In philosophy, this skepticism had been mounting at 

least since Immanuel Kant first separated facts from 

values, a separation that problematized the relationship 

between the world and the individual perceiver of that 

world (MacIntyre 190-98). According to sociologists Peter 

L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, the primacy of perception 

and the social nature of that perception are underscored by 

three further nineteenth-century developments: first, Karl 

Marx proposed that human consciousness is not just 

influenced but determined by social context; second, 

Friedrich Nietzsche argued that because of the generative 

function of human thought, illusion is in fact a necessary 

condition of life; and third, Wilhelm Dilthey expressed the 

notion of the relativity of all human perspectives on 



history and, indeed, all other human events (Berger and 

Luckmann 5-7). 
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These ideas represented a growing critical awareness 

in philosophy and sociology, and, as Michael Schudson 

argues, a similar awareness gradually spread through the 

disciplines and professions--including natural science, 

law, politics, and journalism. Schudson's 1976 doctoral 

dissertation at Harvard, Origins of the Ideal of 

Objectivity in the Professions, develops the idea that the 

"ideal" of objectivity that has been a feature 

characteristic of these professions arose in each case as a 

reaction against the encroaching skepticism that 

philosophical relativism engendered. According to 

Schudson, this skepticism quickly spread to the general 

public. 

. increasing numbers of thinkers came to face the 

radical subjectivism of individual points of view and 

came to agree with Weber that nothing can reconcile 

warring moral positions. All one could agree on was 

"method"--this was the emergence of what Jurgen 

Habermas has styled the "ontologization of method." 

And this happened at the very moment that people were 

losing faith in the method of democracy, the method of 

the market, and the moral adequacy of modern society. 
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Lawyers and legal theorists facing the abyss of 

relativism invoked social science; journalists rallied 

to professionalism or "method" or, by the thirties, 

"objectivity." (26) 

The "ideal of objectivity," then, came about to allay 

public (and professional) concerns that news--or law, or 

politics--might never be completely true or unbiased. The 

ideology of this ideal is, as we'd expect, objectivist, but 

the epistemology, as Schudson argues, is clearly and 

ironically subjectivist. 

As I will show, the conventions associated with the 

journalistic "ideal of objectivity" prevent editors and 

reporters from making their own "fact-claims"--claims that 

would be open to challenge by others. In order to present 

themselves as "fair," reporters have been asked to transfer 

their knowledge-making power to the "community," and from 

the beginning the make-up of that community has been highly 

restricted. In other words, news is not based on any 

"objectivist" belief in the power of observation, but is 

rather based on a subjectivist view of facts and knowledge: 

reporters do not observe the news, they report it. And the 

source of information is the very restricted "community" of 

corporate and government leaders. 

According to Schudson, the en~roaching public 
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skepticism to which journalism responded had roots in the 

changing notion of "humanity" in turn-of-the-century 

America. Early in the nineteenth century, the terms public 

opinion and the people referred mainly to the middle class 

--native white property-owning males (128). This obviously 

suited the middle class very well; its views were taken to 

be the views of the nation. But with increasing 

democratization, industrialization, immigration, and public 

education, the list soon grew to include "infants, 

children, adolescents, mental patients, primitive people, 

peasants, immigrants, Negroes, slum dwellers, urban masses, 

crowds, and, most of all, women" (129). In short, the 

notion of "humanity" became more diverse and democratic. 

This expanded sense of humanity brought with it a new, more 

relativistic sense of what "human nature" was: most of the 

"new" members of humanity had been previously assumed--by 

those in power--to be irrational, ruled by passions, 

incapable of reliable decision-making. Schudson identifies 

the response of social scientists of the time: 

Rather than attribute rationality to them, social 

scientists and others began to reconceive human nature 

generally, replacing a term like "conviction," which 

stressed human rationality, with terms like "attitude" 

and "opinion," which indicated that human thought and 
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expression mix reason and passion. (129) 

The result was a more relativistic view of the world, 

and with that came the potential for constant restructuring 

of power and value. Those already in power felt they could 

no longer appeal to rational, middle-class public opinion 

as they had during the nineteenth century. Instead, social 

and political leaders now thought it necessary to control 

the irrational "attitudes" of the masses. The most common 

and accessible way for them to attempt this was to model 

governments and social organizations after the business 

enterprise, which made use of specialization and routine to 

maintain efficiency and reliability (131). 

In education, for instance, there was a clear move 

toward the corporate model during the early years of the 

century. According to Joel H. Spring, author of Education 

and the Rise of the corporate State, the common conception 

of American society was no longer one of individuals 

working for their own self-interest, but was replaced by "a 

corporate image of society where social relationships were 

to center around large-scale organizations" (2). In 

education, according to Spring, "this changing image of 

society resulted in stressing the teaching of social 

cooperation and group work"--in other words, in bringing 

the principles of Taylorism to the educational system (2-
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3). At any rate, in all spheres of social and political 

life, "individuals" began to count for less, and 

"impersonal organizations" began to count for more 

(Schudson 131). This helped clear the way for a corporate 

conception of news. 

The shift from a "rational" to an "irrational" 

society--which came about because of increasing democracy-

ironically led to an increasing skepticism about democracy 

during the years following World War I. Those in power 

suddenly feared what the "majority" might do if it really 

had its way. This is the context in which the journalistic 

"ideal of objectivity" arose: faced with a world in which 

both "fact" and "opinion" were consensually determined, the 

institutionalized power structure insisted that both fact 

and opinion in journalism be filtered through institutions, 

rather than be created individually by reporters and stray 

citizens. In other words, those with institutionalized 

power wanted to define "consensus" in their own way. Since 

institutions represented groups, not individuals, they were 

presumed to be the most reliable manufacturers of 

consensual knowledge. So "objectivity" came to be a 

process by which reporters communicated "consensually 

validated statements about the world," with the word 

consensual understood to have the necessary qualifications 



25 

(5chudson 122). I want to emphasize, then, that the "ideal 

of objectivity" has nothing to do with a reporter 

individually proving or establishing facts about the world; 

rather, it is a methodology by which reporters defer much 

of their meaning-making power to institutions which are 

assumed--by the bureaucratic system itself--to represent 

the consensus views of various elements of society. 

Theodore L. Glasser summarizes the institutional 

appeal of this new methodology for news collection and 

writing: 

It was respectable because it was reliable, and it was 

reliable because it was standardized. In practice, 

this meant a preoccupation with how the news was 

presented, whether its form was reliable. And this 

concern for reliability quickly overshadowed any 

concern for the validity of the realities the 

journalists presented. (14) 

50 in an era of increasing skepticism about the validity of 

"facts," journalism duly turned to a more SUbjectivist 

epistemology, taking from reporters much of their fact- and 

meaning-making function. By doing this, the profession 

appeared on the surface to become more detached and 

"objective," but the "objectivity" of journalism was and 

continues to be methodological rather than epistemological: 
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the aim is detachment, not accuracy. The "ideal of 

objectivity" means that any reporter should turn out 

roughly the same story given the same events; it does not 

have anything to do with the accuracy or validity of the 

"facts" of the story. It is a news-creation method 

analogous to a manufacturing method that ensures the 

production of identical products; it is more efficient, but 

it doesn't necessarily result in a quality product. 

Adapting Classical Rhetorical Terms 

As I mentioned earlier, the field of rhetoric and 

composition is uniquely equipped to describe the writing 

processes of various genres, professions, and disciplines. 

In this dissertation I would like to adapt some key terms 

from classical rhetoric as a way to describe the rhetoric 

of mainstream print news. In doing this, I wish to 

emphasize that the practices of news institutions and news 

writers have developed as practical, persuasive strategies 

that suit particular rhetorical contexts. The primary aim 

of the institutional conventions is to convince readers to 

accept the status quo views of the dominant minority; the 

primary aim of individual reporters is to convince readers 

that each news article has been fairly and evenly 

presented. As we will see, the reporters' writing 
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conventions have been largely determined and constrained by 

the institutional concerns that pervade the daily 

activities of all professional newsworkers. 

Like all discourses, print news is created within a 

particular social context. This context is, as I will 

show, a highly restricted one that cannot be understood 

without a thorough look at the political economy that 

surrounds news production. Kathleen Hall Jamieson and 

Karlyn Kohrs Campbell emphasize in their own speech

communication study of news, advertising, and politics that 

" the nature and impact of mass-mediated messages 

cannot be separated from the economic and political system 

in which the mass media function" (2). I will examine the 

political economy of news as the continuous "rhetorical 

situation" of news writing. Viewing the entire economic 

context of news writing as the rhetorical situation 

requires a broadening of the term as Lloyd Bitzer first 

defined it in 1968: 

a complex of persons, events, objects, and relations 

presenting an actual or potential exigence which can 

be completely or partially removed if discourse, 

introduced into the situation, can so constrain human 

decision or action so as to bring about the 

significant modification of the exigence. (6) 
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In Bitzer's view, people use rhetoric to respond to and 

change an urgent situation. The rhetorical situation is 

the reason for the rhetoric, and the response is largely 

determined by the particulars of that situation. 

Conversely, in journalism, the political economy works in 

such a way as to create a constant flow of "situations" 

that time and again call for the same "response"--the 

writing of conventional news stories. Each news story has 

a particular rhetorical situation, of course--this is what 

each individual reporter must respond to--but all news 

stories have the same overarching rhetorical situation, 

which is the political economy and all the news writing 

conventions that have grown out of it. The point is that 

instead of reacting to rhetorical situations by creating 

particularly appropriate rhetorical works, reporters are 

forced by the larger "rhetorical situation" to respond in 

much the same way every time. Indeed, over the years the 

reporter's entire rhetorical aim has been reduced to one 

goal: to appear as "neutral" as possible. 

The classical term for rhetorical situation is kairos. 

Susan C. Jarratt defines kairos as "the circumstances 

obtaining at the moment of an oration" (11). Her emphasis 

on "the moment" is typical of other recent rhetoricians, 

who conceive each rhetorical situation as being new and 
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different (see Kinneavy, Poulakos). But the history of 

journalism reveals a long struggle to remove the temporal 

or situational aspect from news production. While news 

writers obviously confront different circumstances with 

each particular news article, we nonetheless cannot ignore 

the fact that the determining circumstance of news 

production is the economic system itself. News writers are 

not "free agents" who arrive at each new writing task with 

a blank slate; rather, their collection procedures and 

writing conventions are highly routinized to serve the 

needs of the corporate economy. I will use the rhetorical 

term kairos to describe this broad economic context. 

A narrower, and more traditional, meaning of the term 

kairos is that offered by John Poulakos: timeliness, or 
," 

"the opportune moment" (36). I will also work from this 

definition in my discussion of news as a daily product. As 

we will see, "speed" and "timeliness" are both extremely 

important factors in determining what becomes news in the 

first place. Again, however, the need for daily papers and 

speedy and timely news is also a function of the larger 

political economy, so once again we'll see that the broader 

nqtion of kairos helps describe the overall rhetorical 

situation of news production. 

Another Greek term that I will use to help develop a 
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rhetoric of news is nomos, or conventional law, which has 

been given a singularly contemporary shade of meaning by 

Jarratt. She defines the term, first of all, as 

"community-specific customs and laws" (11). But she also 

broadens the traditional notion of "community" to include 

any cohesive group of people, so the term is not only meant 

to refer to cities or countries. Nomos, for Jarratt, is "a 

process of articulating codes, consciously designed by 

groups of people ••. " (42). In her scheme, these codes 

are explicit, agreed upon by all members of the community. 

When they are not explicit, she says, they need to be made 

so by a process of "consciousness-raising" that begins with 

education (101). Once the codes are out in the open, 

community members are in a position to agree or disagree 

with them. 

The codes, or conventions, of news writing 

"objectivity" have been developed by the relatively small 

community of news professionals over the past one hundred 

years or so. The main features include the conventions of 

attribution and balance. These features suit the 

professionals in their goal of producing news as quickly 

and cheaply as possible, but I will argue that they are at 

odds with the articulated goals of the profession that are 

accepted by most readers. 
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Almost all professional news agencies identify as the 

main goal of news the ideal of "serving truth" (Hulteng 77, 

82). Both the Society of Professional Journalists and the 

American Society of Newspaper Editors claim that an 

important goal is "to serve the general welfare" (82, 85). 

And the American society of Newspaper Editors adds that one 

of the purposes of a free press is "to bring an independent 

scrutiny to bear on the forces of power in the society, 

including the conduct of official power at all levels of 

government" (85). These are the articulated codes of the 

community of professional news producers. They constitute 

the ideology of the profession. But the actual news 

writing conventions, which I will cover in detail in 

Chapter Four, do not serve these ends. In fact, the nomoi 

of the news writing profession are so restricted by the 

political economy, or kairos, of the industry that most 

mainstream news serves to shape our conception of "truth" 

to serve the welfare of a small minority of Americans-

namely, the sante corporate and political leaders that the 

news itself purports to cover. My conclusion, therefore, 

is that the nomoi of news have been created precisely to 

suit the kairos of the industry, but the constraints of 

that kairos are largely ignored in public articulations of 

journalism theory and practice. One of my hopes in writing 



this dissertation is to contribute to the kind of 

consciousness-raising to which Jarratt alludes. 
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In Aristotle's Rhetoric, three modes of rhetorical 

proof are presented--Iogos, pathos, and ethos--and we see 

all three of these appeals at work in mainstream news. As 

I mentioned earlier, however, it is especially important 

when looking at news to remember that these are appeals-

persuasive strategies--only, and not "proofs" in any 

scientific sense. A current-traditional view of news would 

no doubt urge the dominance of logos over the other 

appeals, but the ideal of objectivity that journalists seek 

to satisfy actually undercuts the role of "facts" in news 

stories and emphasizes "credibility," a form of ethos. 

Ethos has been recognized more and more during the 

twentieth century as perhaps the central persuasive appeal 

in all rhetoric. Indeed, once we switch from "proof" to 

"persuasion," ethos naturally begins to take precedence 

over logos. Even Aristotle predicates the success of the 

appeals to logic and emotion on the ability of the rhetor 

to "make his own character look right" (90). Since 

complete logical proof is beyond the realm of rhetoric, as 

conceived by Aristotle, the three appeals become in 

themselves merely ways to build the character of the 

speaker: 
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There are three things which inspire confidence in the 

orator's own character--the three, namely that induce 

us to believe a thing apart from any proof of it: good 

sense, good moral character, and goodwill. (91) 

So orators induce belief in their audiences not so much by 

"proving" the truth of their assertions as by convincing 

audiences that they (the orators) are people of admirable 

logic, ethics, and emotions. In this way, ethos becomes 

the overriding persuasive tactic. 

Isocrates also values ethos most of all. In 

Antidosis, he claims that successful orators "will apply 

[themselves] above all to establish a most honorable name 

among [their] fellow-citizens" (52). The major difference 

between Aristotle and Isocrates in regard to ethos is that 

Aristotle maintained that orators needed to establish their 

character within the speech act itself, while Isocrates 

held that character was something orators brought with them 

to the rhetorical situation. 

Interestingly, both these views of ethos relate to the 

credibility: of news. First, there are particular news 

sources that are considered to be automatically "credible" 

by both the news industry and--perhaps out of habit more 

than anything else--by the reading public. In other words, 

certain sources carry with them a believable character. As 



a result, these sources tend to dominate the news. As 

we'll see, the "credible" sources are the large, 

institutional ones--those that have the most to gain by 

preserving the status guo. 
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Second, reporters establish their credibility within 

individual news stories by upholding the conventions of 

"objective" journalism--the nomoi mentioned earlier. So, 

like all rhetoric, news gains its persuasiveness primarily 

through ethos. What is most interesting, however, is how 

the ethos of news relates so well to both the political 

economy of news production and the journalistic writing 

conventions. 

Three terms from the traditional rhetorical canon can 

also help in decribing news rhetoric: taxis, lexis, and 

hypocrisis, usually translated as "arrangement," "style," 

and "delivery." 

News writing comes to us, of course, in the form of 

newspapers, and "hard" or front-page news has several 

features that relate to these traditional canons. The 

"inverted pyramid" structure helps identify a piece of 

front-page news and also assumes a hierarchy of information 

based on importance and presumed factuality. This style of 

arrangement reveals much about the assumptions of 

mainstream news production. Then there are two stylistic 



features of hard news that contribute to the rhetorical 

effect of news: first, writers are expected to use the 

third-person point of view, which serves to distance the 

writer from the events and contribute to the illusion of 

neutrality; and second, reporters refer to news events in 

the past tense, a practice that helps "fix" events in a 

known past and enhance the illusion of factuality. 
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Finally, there is the "labeling" practice that is meant to 

identify those articles that include "opinion" or 

"analysis" when they are included among "hard" news 

articles--which, by contrast, are meant to include no 

opinion or analysis. This practice is a kind of "gesture" 

by the editors of newspapers to separate "opinion" from 

"fact," and reporter-based stories from nonreporter-based 

ones. As we will see, the distinction between stories that 

originate with reporters and those that originate with news 

sources is a very important one. 

All of these rhetorical terms highlight the importance 

of audience in human interaction. As Aristotle says, 

"rhetoric exists to affect the giving of decisions," and it 

is the audience that makes the final decisions (90). 

Rhetorical strategies are necessarily based on the effects 

they have on the intended audience. In the realm of news, 

the concept of audience is important in that the audience 
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itself is far from simple to identify. At first glance, of 

course, most of us assume that the "audience" of news is 

the reading public. But the conventions of news writing 

and the observations of some researchers indicate that news 

writers may in fact be directing their material to the 

narrower and more specialized community around them: peers 

and sources. These are the people who provide daily 

feedback to reporters. In addition to this, it is 

important to note that newspaper owners consider their main 

market to be the advertisers that provide the majority of 

newspaper revenue. As Jamieson and Campbell bluntly point 

out, " ••. the primary function of the mass media is to 

attract and hold a large audience for advertisers" (3). 

Ultimately, readers make up the newspaper audience, but the 

"filters" of fellow reporters, news sources, and 

advertisers significantly affect the way news is written 

and presented. 

In the following chapters, then, I will focus on these 

rhetorical terms and how they apply to mainstream print 

news. Chapters Two and Three focus on the most important 

of these terms, kairos, by starting with the broad 

structural influences on the production of news and then 

identifying the institutional practices that determine the 

way news is collected. Chapter Four focuses on writing 
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practices in mainstream journalism and develops the role of 

each of the other terms. Finally, in Chapter Five, I use 

the classical rhetorical terms as the basis for an analysis 

of a recent news article that illustrates the kind of 

writing that constitutes front-page news. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Economic Foundations of News Production 

News Media structure 

The "rhetorical situation" that surrounds any news 

item involves much more than the simple writer-reader 

relationship. News is first and foremost the product of a 

business, so all the news creation processes grow out of 

the demands and practices of a business. Therefore, the 

production of news is determined in large part by a 

company's industrial structure, its markets, its ownership, 

and its related business and economic interests. 

This chapter sets the scene for further analysis of 

the actual written news product by examining first the 

economic structure of the news industry in general--its 

industrial history, its market, the wealth and 

concentration of its ownership, and the diversified 

interests tied to its operation--and then turning more 

specifically to the business concerns of two influential 

news outlets: the Associated Press, the leading 

international news service, and the New York Times, which 
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Time magazine calls "the platinum bar by which editors 

across the country measure their own papers" (73). Looking 

at the history and structure of the news industry in 

general, and then both the nation's principal news service 

and leading newspaper will provide the background necessary 

to understand the news construction methods currently used 

by the commercial news media. 

There is a strong connection between the growth of 

capitalism, modern democracy, and commerical news--in that 

order. In his book, Discovering the News: A Social History 

of American Newspapers, to which I will refer often, social 

historian Michael Schudson provides the most complete 

history of these connections. But even the most "textbook" 

history of the news recognizes that news is and always has 

been an economic entity. The first American newspapers, 

which began in New England around the turn of the 

eighteenth century, grew out of the desire of 

businesspeople to advertise their products and spread 

information pertinent to their business concerns (Emery 

25). This connection is made clear by the titles of 

newspapers begun in just two cities, Boston and Baltimore, 

before the penny-press "revolution" of the 1830s: The 

Boston Daily Advertiser, the Boston Patriot and Daily 
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Mercantile, the American and Commercial Daily Advertiser, 

the Federal Gazzette and Baltimore Daily Advertiser, the 

Federal Republican and Commercial Gazzette, the Morning 

Chronicle and Baltimore Advertiser, and the Baltimore 

Patriot and Mercantile Advertiser. In all, according to 

Schudson, more than half of the newspapers published in New 

York, Boston, Baltimore, Philadephia, washington, 

Charlestonj and New Orleans during this period had 

"advertiser," "commercial," or "mercantile" in their titles 

(17) • 

Even after the emergence of the penny-presses, 

however, the role of advertising remained central. The 

first penny paper, the New York Sun, which began operations 

in September of 1833, announced in its first issue that one 

of its purposes was to "afford an advantageous medium for 

advertising" (qtd. in Schudson 21). An early news 

historian, Frederic Hudson, wrote that " ••• the 

advertisements form the most interesting and practical city 

news," and he maintains that all advertisers are, in 

effect, reporters also (470). Thus we have the 

interesting, two-way link between reporting and 

advertising: advertising is news, and news is often 

advertising. 

Prior to its industrialization during the nineteenth 
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century, the press was a relatively small-scale enterprise. 

A small staff, a small amount of capital, and a modest 

audience was all that was needed to start up a paper. As a 

result, there were a lot of newspapers. But a series of 

technological advances in presses and graphic reproduction 

methods drove up fixed capital costs, making the industry 

more exclusive, harder for small concerns to break into. 

Manually powered flatbed presses gave way to steam-driven 

cylinder presses from the 1820s to 1840s, and during the 

1850s and 1860s the speed and convenience of the cylinder 

presses continued to improve (Schudson 32). Rotary and web 

presses took over during the 1860s and 1870s (Curran and 

Seaton 33). In the United States, the New York Herald was 

founded with a $500 capital investment in 1835, while in 

1851 investors paid $110,000 to start the New York Times 

(Hudson 428, 618). In London the cost of starting a daily 

paper rose from about 20,000 pounds in 1855 to about 

150,000 pounds in the 1870s, then to more than 750,000 

pounds in the 1920s (Curran and Seaton 34). 

From the midnineteenth century onwards, fewer and 

fewer papers have been able to succeed. Indeed, as Ben 

Bagdikian points out, the total number of newspaper outlets 

in the united states has declined steadily. In 1900--well 

after the onset of the industrial revolution--there were 
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2,023 newspaper owners in the U.S.; by 1980, that number 

had shrunk to 760, and twenty of these controlled more than 

half of the daily sales (Bagdikian 8-9). 

Besides reducing the number of people capable of 

starting a newspaper, the increase in capital costs also 

made it more efficient for newspaper groups to publish more 

than one paper at a single plant and, obviously, for them 

to seek a broader circulation as well (Curran and Seaton 

33). At the same time, owners turned to advertising as a 

major source of revenue, and this allowed larger, more 

established papers to price their product below production 

cost. In this way, high circulation numbers, while always 

desirable, became less important than advertising--and 

advertisers cared more about the kind of readers a paper 

attracted than the number of readers. In other words, the 

growing dependence on advertisers for revenue meant that 

readers no longer determined the success of a paper-

advertisers did (Herman and Chomsky 14). Advertisers 

preferred newspapers that drew the wealthiest possible 

audience; working-class and radical presses thus found 

themselves at a disadvantage. In the 1~60s, to use a 

recent example, London's Daily Herald folded despite having 

double the combined readership of The Times, the Financial 

Times, and the Guardian. As James Curran puts it, "The 
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Daily Herald's central problem was not that it appealed to 

fewer people but that it appealed to the wrong people" 

(251). By contrast, the Daily Mirror lost 204,000 readers 

from 1955 to 1959, but enjoyed an 83% increase in 

advertising revenue over the same period (Curran 251). 

Overall, American newspapers receive from 70% to 80% of 

their revenues from advertisers, and only 20% to 30% from 

their readers (Compaine 15). It's clear, then, that a 

newspaper's most important market consists of advertisers, 

while readers make up a secondary market. 

Needless to say, the leading news companies have 

become extremely wealthy, with vast amounts of capital at 

their disposal, making new competition nearly impossible. 

In 1978, only 35 U.S. cities (2.3% of all cities) had 

competing newspapers (Compaine 86). Only papers like USA 

Today--which enjoyed an investment of some $700 million 

before it ever turned a profit--are now able to gain any 

sUbstantial readership as a new daily newspaper (Bogart 

31). As Herman and Chomsky report, the 24 largest media 

companies in 1986--including Gannett, New York Times 

Company, Tribune Company, and Washington Post, Inc.--had a 

median after-taxes income of $183 million (5-7). In 1988 

the New York Times Company reported a net income of $167.7 

million (Sulzberger and Mattson). These large companies 
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have a tremendous advantage over smaller companies in terms 

of technical capability and continuing profitability. 

Along with the increase in wealth of media companies 

came a growing interest in vertical integration and 

diversification. As far back as the 1870s, newspaper 

companies have established subsidiary companies in the 

lumber and paper industries (curran 33). More recently, 

mass media companies have become even more intent on 

widening the sphere of their influence. Today, many have 

financial interests in weapons research and production, and 

petroleum and electricity production, which tie them to 

some of the largest corporations in the world. NBC, for 

example, is owned by GE, one of the largest producers of 

nuclear weapons and other military hardware. The Tribune 

Company, publishers of the Chicago Tribune and other 

newspapers, owns seven television stations, two cable TV 

systems, newsprint and wood manufacturing companies, an 

insurance company, a hydro-electric generating plant, a 

shipping company, and a news syndicate (Compaine 267-68). 

Needless to say, such connections tie media companies to a 

certain kind of world, one dependent on weapons, fossil 

fuels, and electricity. Indeed, as their interests 

diversify and as markets expand, media companies become 

more and more concerned with the stability of international 



markets; for example, Reader's Digest is marketed in over 

160 countries worldwide, so the economic stability of all 

of these countries is a natural concern of the company 

(Herman and Chomsky 13). 
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Interlocking directorates between media companies and 

the broader corporate community is also common, as we will 

see below in the case of the New York Times Company. 

Dreier and Weinberg note that in 1979 the top 25 newspaper 

companies--representing more than half of the total u.s. 

circulation--had more than 200 direct interlocks with the 

Fortune 1300 companies, which include the 1000 largest 

industrial companies as well as the fifty largest banks, 

insurance companies, financial companies, utilities, 

retailers, and transportation companies (52). To take just 

one common example, the Gannett Company has directors who 

also sit on the boards of the Arizona Bank, Johnson's Wax, 

Laser Graphics Systems, Riverside Insurance, Hotel Waldorf 

Astoria, Rochester Gas & Electric, Allegheny Airlines, 

Merrill Lynch, Sperry Rand, Twentieth Century FOX, Computer 

Data Systems, McDonnell-Douglas, Kellogg, New York 

Telephone, and Phillips Petroleum, among others (Dreier and 

Weinberg 54-55). We can see that these companies represent 

a very broad spectrum of interests, from banking and energy 

to computers and transportation. 
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According to James P. winter, interlocks between 

companies "represent attempts to stabilize the transactions 

of organizations" and "do not occur randomly, but rather in 

situations where a lack of coordination would adversely 

affect both companies' performance" (109). The degree of 

influence directors have on editorial content is a matter 

of considerable debate, but my point for the moment is 

simply that media owners and directors are part of a vast 

network of business leaders who not only share basic 

interests, but who also make some of the decisions that 

affect the economic direction of the nation and the world. 

As Dreier and Weinberg point out, "the directors are linked 

with powerful business organizations, not with public 

interest groups; with management, not labor; with well

established think tanks and charities, not their grass

roots counterparts" (51). In short, the people who own and 

operate the major news organizations are members of this 

country's social and economic elite. 

News Outlet structure 

The Associated Press: 

The development of cooperative news services in the 

19th century had a major affect on the way news stories 

were written and perceived, primarily because such agencies 
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needed to satisfy the news demands of as many potential 

customers as possible. They continue to supply much of the 

news that ends up on front pages of local newspapers across 

the country and around the world. Therefore, it's 

important to understand the economic structure of news 

services as well as news outlets. 

The largest news service is the 143-year-old 

Associated Press, which was established in 1848 by leading 

publishers of the New York press who pooled their resources 

in order to save money on the collection of foreign news. 

AP soon began handling domestic news as well (Fenby 24). 

By 1980 it had an operating budget of $100 million with 

1,350 subscriber-member newspapers and 3,500 subscriber

member radio and TV stations (Rosenblum 224). Subscription 

fees vary, and are determined by audience size. As has 

been the case from the beginning, members provide the 

material for the AP wire while at the same time serving as 

the market for that wire; that is, members send in stories 

that are selected and edited by AP writers and then placed 

on the wire for all other members to use as they please. 

Nonmembers are naturally not allowed to use the stories. 

The market for AP news articles is primarily western-

news outlets in the united states and western Europe 

(Richstad 247). More than 75% of the service's revenue 
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comes from within the United states (Tunstall 260); by 

contrast, AP collects just 1% of its revenues from members 

from developing countries (Richstad 247). This strongly 

centralized revenue-base affects not only the placement of 

bureaus (which in turn affects the news that can be 

collected in the first place), but also the stance or 

outlook of the news stories themselves (Ahern 233). Since 

the AP market also provides the material for the wire 

itself, the dominance of western and developed countries 

results in an emphasis in AP stories on the concerns of 

such countries. 

Tunstall points out the unique situation of a major 

news agency like the Associated Press: the four major 

sources of wire material are at the same time the four 

major customers for that material. First, as I've already 

mentioned, news media from around the world supply wire 

stories and constitute the major market for news stories. 

Second, national news agencies in countries around the 

world serve a similar dual function: they supply stories to 

the major services, then buy foreign news stories back from 

the same services. Third, governments supply "a high 

proportion of agency foreign news stories" while at the 

same time being major collectors of international news and 

information. And fourth, banks and other financial 
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institutions both supply and purchase information from the 

news agencies (261). This dual buyer-supplier relationship 

increases the chance for homogeneity in both the character 

and substance of international news; it also decreases the 

chance that these well-established institutions (such as 

governments and banks) will come under too much specific 

fire from the news service stories (262). 

A more basic reason for homogeneity in AP stories has 

to do with the service's need and desire for as many 

customers as possible. Even from the very beginning, the 

news agencies led the movement toward "impartiality" in 

news coverage--not because of idealistic concerns for 

fairness, but because they realized that fewer explicit 

judgments and less overt bias meant wider acceptability 

(Fenby 25). News services, then, demonstrate the important 

role that economic foundations play in the development of 

the "ideal of objectivity" that will concern us more in 

later chapters. 

AP, however, represents an especially touchy buyer

supplier situation, since its news-net depends on the 

continued supply of news from all of its members. In other 

words, even a single member dropping out leaves a "hole" in 

the "blanket coverage" that is the primary drawing card of 

the service in the first place (Shaw 22). This undoubtedly 
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encourages AP to provide the kind of news that satisfies 

its customers around the world, but as we've already seen, 

only a tiny fraction of its customers are from developing 

countries. So in effect the "blanket" is already filled 

with holes, but they are mainly Third World ones that are 

relatively unimportant, at least economically. The result 

is that AP and other news service articles do tend toward 

homogeneity, but it is a homogeneity that appeals to 

western news outlets and readers. 

If the news services provide Western-oriented news 

stories, they at least do so at considerably less cost than 

a newspaper would face if it had to rely on its own 

reporters for the same material. This helps explain why 

the four major Western news services provide about two

thirds of the foreign news to Third World presses (Weaver 

and Wilhoit 153). It's an irresistible business advantage. 

AP, for example, is extremely cost-effective for its 

members. The Los Angeles Times cites a particular paper in 

California that was 65% filled with AP material while 

paying AP only 11% of its total news and editorial budget 

(Shaw 23). The decision for newspapers is not so much 

whether to subscribe to a news service, but which news 

service to subscribe to. 

As we might expect, then, competition between news 



services is keen, and the competition hinges very clearly 

on four factors: 

1) speed 

2) price 

3) accuracy 

4) dependability of sources 

51 

As will become more apparent in the next chapter, 

these four factors--in this order--have had a major effect 

on the way news is produced and written (stonecipher 200). 

News services that are competitive in speed and price must 

have access to well-established bureaus, news sources, and 

communication lines, all of which indicate the advantage 

that larger news service organizations have over smaller 

ones. And, as weIll see below, accuracy and dependability 

require steady, official sources of news--usually 

governments and other large bureaucracies. Once again, the 

larger, more established news services have an advantage 

over smaller ones in their access to governments and other 

bureaucracies. 

In sum, Americals major news services--Ied by the 

Associated Press--are decidedly Western in orientation, 

catering to the editorial needs of their major clients: 

Western media, governments, and financial institutions. 

Because of their size--and thus their well-established 
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network of news sources and processing--they are able to 

offer their news information at a vastly cheaper rate than 

individual papers could manage by themselves. All of these 

factors lead to a homogeneity of methodology and style in 

the profession as well as a general homogeneity of 

"product" that the reading public gains access to through 

both local and national newspapers throughout the western 

world. 

The New York Times: 

I'd like now to look at the structural factors that 

influence the operation of the united states' leading 

newspaper. This examination of an actual newspaper will 

complete the structural overview of the news production 

industry: we will have looked at news and media companies 

in general, at news agencies, and at a specific news 

outlet. 

The New York Times Company is a large business, with 

over 10,000 employees and almost $2 billion in assets 

(Directory 770). The major market for the company, and for 

the New York Times itself, is made up of advertisers. 

Specifically, the New York Times market consists of 

advertisers looking to attract what one employee termed the 

paper's "upscale readers in educational attainments, income 
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and employment" (Merrill and Fisher 230). Oscar Gandy 

identifies the New York Times readership as a broadly based 

elite one on the basis of its "issue advertisements," those 

ads that seek to influence the decisions made by important 

people in both government and business (70). In terms of 

physical space, the newspaper--and we might question the 

very term "news"paper--is between 70% and 80% advertising 

and just 20% to 30% news (Compaine 15i Merrill and Fisher 

227). The Times is considered the national "paper of 

record," and its readers certainly constitute a national 

audience, but the advertising itself is still primarily 

local, centering on the New York metropolitan area 

(Compaine 70, 258). Due largely to television's effect on 

the market, national advertising revenues have fallen 

steadily since 1950 (Compaine 76). Therefore, while the 

Times appeals to a national readership, it must attract 

advertising dollars from local businesses. Its true 

market, then, is made up of a handful of major national 

advertisers and a larger group of New York area 

advertisers. For large papers in general, local 

advertising revenue accounts for about 43% of all revenue 

(Compaine 15). 

The New York Times was established as a private 

venture in 1851, then incorporated in 1896, when Adolph 
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simon Ochs took over as President. Since then, leadership 

has remained in the family. Today the company is run by 

Arthur Ochs Sulzberger. As might be expected, he and the 

other officers of the company are extremely wealthy people; 

of the officers whose salaries were made public in the 1989 

annual report, the average income was well over $500,000. 

The Board of Directors features interlocking concerns with 

Merck, Morgan Guaranty Trust, Bristol Myers, Charter Oil, 

Johns Manville, American Express, Bethlehem Steel, IBM, 

Scott Paper, Sun Oil, First Boston Corporation, and the 

Ford Motor Company (Bagdikian 24). According to the 1989 

annual report, George B. Munroe, Chairman of the Phelps 

Dodge finance committee and past Chairman and Chief 

Executive Officer of Phelps Dodge, also joined the Board of 

Directors (Sulzberger and Mattson). These interlocking 

concerns suggest that the Times might be hesitant to attack 

many of these large, influential companies, even if its 

reporters--knowing the connections--thought it worth their 

trouble to investigate these companies in the first place, 

which appears doubtful (compaine 91). 

Dreier and Weinberg discuss the issue of the 

directorship's and ownership's effect on editorial content 

in more detail. They identify the "chilling effect" that 

leads reporters to censor themselves when they know their 
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publishers are on the boards of the firms they are 

reporting on (52-53). Whether reporters consciously do 

this is less important, really, than the fact that 

directors of these large news organizations are so closely 

tied to industries across the spectrum. More than one news 

critic has pointed out the double standard at work here. 

Reporters are expected to avoid political activity and 

other outside interests, since such activity would be 

perceived as a conflict of interest. But as Dreier and 

Weinberg put it, "what is forbidden for reporters is 

sometimes possible for editors, often permissible for 

publishers, and actually encou~aged among members of 

newspaper-company boards of directors" (51). An 

illustration of this double standard is provided by 

Theodore L. Glasser: 

If it would be a conflict of interest for a reporter 

to accept, say, an expensive piano from a source at 

the Steinway Piano Company, it apparently wasn't a 

conflict of interest when CBS purchased the steinway 

Piano Company. (16) 

Whatever differences may exist in industry expectations of 

its reporters and its directors, the fact remains that 

there ~ significant connections between the directors of 

large news organizations like the New York Times Company 
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and other major corporations and organizations. 

Besides the wide range of personal and financial ties 

that we can draw from interlocking directors, the New York 

Times Company has direct subsidiary interests in television 

and radio, magazine and local newspaper publication, and 

the paper industry. And the advertising market mentioned 

earlier--along with the very size of the company--ties it 

very much to the financial swings of the nation. In their 

1989 letter to shareholders, Chairman Arthur Ochs 

Sulzberger and President Walter E. Mattson point to a 

"softening" advertiser market (despite the company's record 

net income) that they attribute to the mergers and buyouts 

in the retail industry, the stock market decline, the 

national debt, and the international balance of trade. 

Clearly, the economic health and stability of the country, 

as well as the international trading scene, are of vital 

importance to the New York Times Company. This is not only 

because of interlocking interests, of course; as I 

mentioned earlier, the real market of the newspaper 

consists of advertisers from the retail and manufacturing 

industries which themselves depend so much on the economy 

of the nation and world. 
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Conclusion 

What I have tried to establish with this chapter is 

that all the news creation processes that I'll examine in 

the following chapters arise out of an economic foundation 

--and not a philosophical or even a professional one. That 

is to say that the news product is what it is not because 

of ideals or professional ethics, but because the business 

of news demands that it be the way it is. And the business 

of news has certain characteristics that point the way 

toward the kind of product that eventually appears in daily 

newspapers. First of all, since the industrial revolution, 

there has been the need for significant capital investment 

just to start a newspaper, so this helps determine the 

kinds of people who run such businesses in the first place. 

Higher capital costs encourage consolidation, since more 

than one paper can be printed in a single physical plant. 

Second, the news business is focused on advertisers, rather 

than subscribers, as its primary source of revenue. This 

means that it is more important for newspapers to attract 

the kinds of readers that will satisfy advertisers than it 

is to attract the highest possible number of readers. 

Third, newspaper ownership has become increasingly 

concentrated over the past one hundred years, so that 

cities with competing newspapers are the exception, not the 
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rule. In fact, the top twenty-five newspaper companies now 

account for more than half the circulation of all American 

dailies (Dreier and weinberg 51). This kind of 

concentration obviously creates companies of vast wealth, 

which further entrenches them as the leaders in the 

business. Fourth, as companies have become larger and 

wealthier, they have sought more ties with the broader 

business community, and even with government agencies and 

programs. News businesses are intricately tied to the 

world economy and many of its most controversial products-

such as petroleum, nuclear power, and military hardware. 

The tie between news organizations and the world economy is 

not only a matter of shared economic interests; the 

directors of many leading news companies serve as directors 

of other large businesses, so they have a direct say in the 

running of those businesses as well. 

In terms of the news outlets themselves--the news 

agencies and the individual newspapers--we see a similar 

focus on economic concerns. The Associated Press 

originated as a means for many newspapers to collect news 

information more cheaply by sharing it with one another. 

The primary market for news agencies has always been 

western newspapers, so the focus of coverage has always 

been accordingly western. The fact that news agencies seek 
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to satisfy as many different newspapers as possible has led 

to a significant homogenization of the news agency product 

--and, as we will see in the next two chapters, it has led 

to many of the current news writing standards. Newspapers 

choose news agency material for one main reason: it is cost 

efficient. Since the primary market of newspapers is 

advertisers, the actual content of the typical newspaper is 

dominated by advertising and news agency material. since 

both of these sources rely on international stability for 

their own success, newspapers must share the desire to 

maintain the economic and political status guoi otherwise 

their revenues and the news net itself would be severely 

threatened. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

The Production of News 

In this chapter I want to take a step past the basic 

economic structure of news media companies and begin 

looking at operations. The economic structures remain 

important, of course, because they largely determine the 

operations that take place. On the operations level, what 

we see are large corporations seeking to bring a news 

product into existence as cheaply as possible without 

betraying professional standards--standards that have been 

established, as we'll see below, by the industry itself 

with economic factors foremost in mind. The result is a 

set of news production conventions that allow the largest 

and wealthiest bureaucracies to influence--and even to 

determine--not only what becomes news but also how it is 

presented. Because they are the most economical way to 

produce news, and--as we'll see in Chapter Four--because 

they allow news editors and reporters to claim an 

"objective" or "neutral" stance, these conventions have 

become codified as the primary methodology of professional 
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journalistic practice, commonly known as the "ideal of 

objectivity." Paradoxically, however, because the 

methodology requires that reporters defer fact-making and 

even meaning-making power to the community of large 

bureaucracies, the resulting epistemology is a subjectivist 

one, which I am calling "social-elite constructionism." 

Thus the "objectivity" of commercial journalism has nothing 

to do with epistemological objectivism; it is merely a 

label for a methodology that prevents reporters from making 

their own claims about facts and meaning. 

In this chapter I'll discuss general operational 

conventions in the industry without necessarily focusing on 

the news operations of AP and the New York Times, although 

I will mention relevant information about their operations 

where possible. Later I will focus on the writing 

conventions that have been developed within the operational 

framework presented in this chapter. 

History 

The idea of "creating" news was not a common one until 

after World War I; prior to that, reporters considered 

themselves individual agents for the larger public who 

investigated hunches and then "discovered" or "found" news 

that was fit to print. Whether reporters worked for what 
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Michael Schudson calls "story" newspapers or "information" 

newspapers, their relationship to "facts" was perceived as 

unproblematic; the only difference in the two forms of 

journalism was that the "story" writers focused on framing 

facts in an entertaining way and the "information" writers 

focused on presenting facts as simply and directly as 

possible (89). But World War I brought into the public 

limelight the more skeptical view of facts I discussed in 

Chapter One that had been developing in scientific and 

philosophical thought for some time. 

The war was in many ways fought on the level of 

propaganda; the New York Times called it "the first press 

agents' war" (qtd. in Schudson 142). Because of the 

obvious attempts made by government leaders on all sides to 

manipulate public passions, journalists and citizens began 

to view all representations of "facts" and "reality" as 

deliberate products of people with vested interests and 

ideologies. 

Schudson connects this view of facts and reality as 

"constructed" with both democracy and capitalism: 

In a democracy, the people governed, not the 'best 

people,' and one vote was as good as another. In the 

market, things did not contain value in themselves; 

value was an arithmetic outcome of a collection of 
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(121) 

63 

It was the same with facts and ideas: they had no inherent 

value or truth, but when invested with value by the 

majority, they became as "objective" as they could ever be. 

Therefore an "open market" on facts and ideas suddenly came 

into being, and the response of those with institutional 

power--both in government and business--was to ensure that 

the process of consensual validation contained an 

institutional filter. It was for this reason that a new 

profession arose during the years surrounding World War I, 

a profession whose explicit function was to build a 

consensus around certain facts and ideas. The profession 

was public relations, and it had a lasting effect on the 

way news was--and still is--manufactured. 

The analogy between the "marketplace of ideas" and the 

economic marketplace is no accident. Indeed, with public 

relations the struggle to propagate ideas became primarily 

a question of economics. Those with money could get their 

ideas into the marketplace, and those with the need for 

ideas could get them cheaply and efficiently. Reporters 

and editors found it impossible to refuse typed copies of 

speeches, prepared interview responses, and even wholly 

written news articles that publicity-seeking organizations 
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offered; and those organizations found that whatever they 

spent on the preparation of such publicity could be 

recovered in advertising cutbacks, since the new form of 

pUblicity amounted to the same thing. As Schudson points 

out, "the response of newspaper business managers was 

unambiguous: they opposed public relations" (137). They 

feared that the loss of advertising revenue would ruin 

their papers. But that didn't happen, of course. What did 

happen was that large organizations found they could 

influence people not only through advertising but also 

through the news product itself. Their range of influence 

broadened considerably. 

The power that "publicity" began to take on is perhaps 

best indicated by this excerpt from a memorandum written by 

an early pUblicity agent to his employer after a successful 

campaign: 

In view of the fact that this was not really news, and 

that the newspapers gave so much attention to it, it 

would seem that this was wholly due to the manner in 

which the material was "dressed up" for newspaper 

consumption. It seems to suggest very considerable 

possibilities along this line. (qtd. in Schudson 138) 

As we will see in this chapter, efforts made by 

organizations through their public relations staffs have 
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only increased during this century, until by now the early 

fears of newspaper professionals have largely come true: 

journalism itself has become organized around the flow of 

"information" originating in large bureaucracies. 

It is interesting to note that at first the u.s. 

government took various actions to prevent public funds 

being used for pUblicity; in 1908, 1910, and 1913 such 

measures passed through Congress (Schudson 139). But soon 

the government joined in with the large businesses and 

began a full-scale public relations effort of its own. 

Theodore Roosevelt was the first president to have a press 

room in the White House; Woodrow Wilson was the first to 

have regularly scheduled press conferences; and Warren 

Harding was the first to have a professional "White House 

spokesman" (Schudson 139). 

The reaction of the reporters themselves was mixed, as 

is evident from their willingness to accept the prepared 

news of both government and business and by their 

complaints about their increasingly narrowed function. 

organizations no longer found it to be in their interests 

to allow reporters access to their inner workings. 

Reporters who used to root around for leads now found that 

leads were being dropped in their lap by the organizations 

themselves. The "investigative reporter" that arose in the 
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late nineteenth century essentially disappeared. Schudson 

puts it this way: 

What had been the primary basis for competition among 

journalists--the exclusive, the inside story, the tip, 

the scoop--was whisked away by press releases and 

press conferences. Newspapers that had once fought 

'the interests' now depended on them for handouts. 

(140) 

In summary, what happened during the 1920s, according 

to Schudson, was that publicity agents protected their 

employers from direct contact with reporters and "turned 

news into a policy rather then an event" (140). This 

marked the end of an era in journalism, and the trend has 

continued ever since. By the 1980s and into the 1990s, the 

bias in news in favor of the social elite has resulted in a 

situation that, according to news critic Theodore L. 

Glasser, "runs counter to the important democratic 

assumption that statements made by ordinary citizens are as 

valuable as statements made by the prominent and the elite" 

(15). In other words, the "marketplace" contains a fixed 

monopoly, and that monopoly is supported by the operational 

practices of the news profession itself. 
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News creation 

News organizations seek information as the raw 

material of their industry, and the more cheaply they can 

gather that raw material, and the more tailored it is to 

their own processing needs, the more valuable it is to 

them--and the more likely it will become part of the daily 

news "product." Organizations that provide information to 

reporters in a convenient, accessible, and professional way 

are essentially subsidizing the news industry--making it 

possible for the news companies to produce news that might 

otherwise never appear to the public. Oscar Gandy defines 

what he calls "information subsidies" as "efforts to reduce 

the prices faced by others for certain information, in 

order to increase its consumption" (8). Others define them 

from a different perspective, as in the "how-to" book 

titled Media Marketing: How to Get Your Name and story in 

Print and On the Air, which is written for businesses and 

other organizations looking to increase their visibility: 

"strategies and actions designed to enhance products, 

persons, events, ideas and organizations through positive 

media attention year after year" (Miller 6). Either way 

you look ilt them, these efforts by private and public 

organizations to influence the content of the news are an 

important, pervasive means by which news is produced in the 
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united states. Most recently, information subsidies have 

even crossed over into video: pharmaceutical manufacturers 

have begun hiring public relations firms to produce "video 

news releases" that simulate a local news report on the 

various drugs offered by the manufacturers. These videos 

go so far as to include empty spaces for the local news 

outfits to insert their own reporters putting "questions" 

to the doctors that then respond as if there were an 

interview taking place (Taylor and Mintz 480). Viewers, 

like readers of newspapers, naturally have no idea that the 

segment has been produced and arranged wholly by the drug 

companies themselves. 

Gandy argues that the reason organizations want to 

control the "information" that is presented to the public-

whether through public relations, advertising, or media 

marketing--is to influence the decisions people make about 

issues related to the organizations. In other words, 

organizations are trying to affect as many aspects of the 

decision-making process as they can. Gandy identifies 

three stages of the decision process that organizations 

seek to influence: 

1) problem recognition 

2) definition of alternatives/options 

3) information sampling behavior. (23-25) 
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The first two stages depend directly on information of the 

kind that might normally be gathered in a newspaper. The 

first stage requires an announcement of some kind--for 

example, this headline from a 1990 news story: "Libya 

boosting output of poison gas, u.s. says." This headline 

presents American readers with an "issue" for 

consideration, something they will want to think about and 

make a decision about. The second stage that Gandy 

identifies requires a range of opinions that·a person can 

consider before making an actual decision. In terms of 

news, this means examining a variety of perspectives on the 

reported issue. A reader of the above headline might ask: 

"How does Libya respond to this report?" "Who has proof of 

the allegation?" and "What might Libya do with the poison 

gas?" Without alternative views, or at least corraborated 

opinions on a single view, the issue itself will be framed 

in a limited fashion. The third stage, information 

sampling, depends on the larger pool of available 

information a person can consider before "deciding" what to 

think about the issue: other news sources, advertisements, 

billboards, TV shows, word-of-mouth, and so on. If readers 

of the headline find no information to contradict the claim 

made by the newspaper, they will probably "decide" that 

Libya is stepping up production of chemical weapons--and 
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that this is a direct threat to the united states. 

Information subsidizers, or media marketers, attempt to 

gain as much control as possible of these three stages of 

the decision process in hopes of affecting the decision 

itself, thereby steering people's opinions about the world. 

As the sample headline above indicates, much of the 

page-one news we read every day comes from some source: in 

this case, it is "the U.S."--actually, unnamed u.s. 

officials. These officials chose, quite deliberately of 

course, to share this information about Libya with 

reporters. As it turns out, this particular news story has 

no other source. It is unlikely that reporters would have 

discovered the issue on their own, since finding this 

information would require the kind of investigation usually 

reserved for well-funded, covert government agencies. The 

story appeared in the newspaper solely because of the 

announcement of these unnamed u.s. officials. 

This kind of "source journalism" is not uncommon. 

Leon V. Sigal reports that of nearly 1200 stories that 

appeared on page one of the New York Times and the 

Washington Post from 1949 to 1969, 58.2% came through 

routine bureaucratic channels--official proceedings, press 

releases and conferences, and other planned events (121). 

Barely a quarter of the stories could be seen as the result 
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of investigative or enterprise journalism, and "to the 

extent that interviews, the largest category of enterprise 

channels, could also be seen as the result of routine 

access to bureaucratic spokespersons, very little of the 

news has its origin in an investigatory mode" (Gandy 12). 

A similar study was conducted ten years later and found 

that 56% of the front-page stories of national dailies and 

64% of wire stories depended on routine bureaucratic 

channels (Brown 51). The percentages increased in both 

venues when the stories themselves were about government, 

the economy, and energy/environmental issues (51). Overall 

55.4% of all sources were affiliated with some form of 

government, 79.8% of all sources were affiliated with 

either a government or some other large organization, and 

just 4.3% of all sources were unaffiliated u.s. citizens 

(49). This appears to be the case with the international 

news services as well, as Weaver and wilhoit report that 

such services focus primarily on "official" news that 

"flows mainly from government and military sources" (181). 

The numbers here indicate that from 60% to 80% of our most 

important news comes directly from the organizations that 

the news purports to cover. 

Many sources--like the ones cited in the Libya story-

remain anonymous. In fact, the Brown study cited above 
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found that more than half of all sources in national and 

wire stories are anonymous (52). This is the case for 

several reasons. First of all, more sources are willing to 

talk with reporters or share information if they can do so 

anonymously; keeping sources confidential is a technique by 

which reporters gather more information (Strentz 87). 

Second, confidential sources are able to steer reporters in 

a particular direction out of concern for the public 

interest; therefore, source confidentiality works as a kind 

of check on bureaucratic power. But as former news 

reporter John Morton points out, over time 

the confidential source became the source of facts 

himself, a change in the journalistic process that has 

brought us to the deliberate imparting of misleading 

information--lies, to put a fine point on it--designed 

to use the press to manipulate public opinion. (58) 

Indeed, many sources appear to be confidential for no 

reason other than standard policy, as in the case of a 

recent article on the weather in Tucson, Arizona: the 

temperature on October 8, 1991, was the hottest on record, 

"said the official, who refused to give his name" (Duarte 

A1). Such officials must consider it an unnecessary risk 

to say anything on the record; in this way, they avoid 

accountability while at the same time calling into question 
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the credibility of their information. 

Another reason for the use of anonymous sources has to 

do with the professional work of the reporters themselves. 

Tuchman indicates that sources are the "private property" 

of reporters, kept secret not only from the reading public 

but from other reporters who might infringe on the 

territory of the original reporter. Source anonymity is an 

ongoing issue in journalism; on the one hand the practice 

seems to protect the public, but on the other hand it seems 

to hinder the process as well. Some newspapers, such as 

USA Today, are beginning to prohibit the use of anonymous 

sources (Strentz 87). These papers argue that the practice 

of using anonymous sources dilutes the news product and 

encourages lazy reporting. When sources are "on the 

record," readers have some basis on which to evaluate the 

source's credibility; on the other hand, "on the record" 

quotes tend to be more "official versions" of the issues in 

question (Lee and Solomon 19). The essential point is 

that, anonymous or not, it is the source and not the 

reporter whose information is to be regarded as credible or 

not: in either case, the sources make the news. 

If it is in the interests of individual reporters to 

keep their sources secret, they still must indicate their 

sources' bureaucratic affiliation. Indeed, unless a source 



74 

desires to be known, we usually learn only of its group 

affiliation--and there are clear professional requirements 

about what constitutes "credible" bureaucratic affiliation 

in the news. It's assumed that "the state Department," for 

example, is a reliable source. What's important about the 

criteria for determining "credible" sources is that they 

are based primarily on economic and professional 

considerations. In essence, credible sources are deemed 

credible because if they were not credible the daily news 

would cease to exist. Mark Fishman coined a term to 

describe the relationship between news sources and news 

outlets: "the principle of bureaucratic affinity: only 

other bureaucrats can satisfy the input needs of a news 

bureaucracy" (143). This principle has several 

ramifications: first, it means that bureaucracies can most 

effectively shape and present information in a way usable 

to reporters; second, it means that reporters tend to rely 

on sources from large, established, and well-respected 

bureaucracies in order to save themselves the time and 

money required to check into the statements; and third, it 

allows reporters to remain "objective" by quoting sources 

rather than injecting their own opinions into their 

stories. In this section I'll focus on the first of these 

ramifications; the second and third ones are developed 
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later. 

The most successful shapers of news are large 

bureaucracies, and in the united states they come in two 

forms: corporations and the government. They have the 

time, money, and facilities to create accessible news. The 

U.S. Chamber of Commerce, for example, a corporate 

collective primarily designed to promote business in 

America, had a 1983 research, communications, and political 

activities budget of $65 million (Herman and Chomsky 21). 

with this money the chamber publishes a magazine that 

reaches 1.3 million people and a weekly magazine that 

reaches 740,000 people; it produces a weekly radio show 

that is picked up by 400 stations and a weekly TV show that 

is carried by 128 TV stations (21). It is not just a news 

source, but a news outlet as well. 

Information generation by the government dwarfs even 

the vast corporate capability. By 1980 more than 3,300 

government workers were payrolled to oversee lithe 

generation of public information that produces or 

reinforces an impression of governmental competence and 

efficiency, or results in the adoption of a preferred 

perspective on some policy" (Gandy 74). Lee and Solomon 

say that lias many as 13,000 PR people work for the federal 

government, at a cost of more than $2.5 billion a year in 
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taxpayers' money" (104). The numbers of information 

outlets that Herman and Chomsky document in the u.s. 

government are staggering: take the u.s. Air Force--just 

one of the four armed forces--as an example of the 

incredible amount of information production the government 

is involved in: in 1980, the Air Force public-information 

program included 

140 newspapers, 690,000 copies per week 

Airman magazine, monthly circulation 125,000 

34 radio and 17 TV stations, mostly overseas 

45,000 headquarters and unit news releases 

615,000 hometown news releases 

3,200 news confere,nces 

6,600 interviews with news media 

500 news media orientation flights 

50 meetings with editorial boards 

11,000 speeches. (20) 

Lee and Solomon note that after 1980, statistics like these 

were no longer made available to the public (104). In 1971 

the Pentagon spent $57 million to publish 371 magazines. 

This represented an operation 16 times larger than the 

nation's biggest private publisher. By 1982 this number 

had grown to 1,203 periodicals (Herman and Chomsky 20). 

Altogether, the u.s. government uses every means 
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possible to spread information to the public. Besides 

formal publications, the government is also daily involved 

in pseudo-events, briefings by the press secretary, writing 

summaries of administrative speeches, handing out 

background and position papers, offering interviews--both 

on and off the record--and leaking information to 

reporters. These events, summaries, and interviews are all 

designed to make the reporter's work as easy as possible. 

The information is predesigned to fit into newsworkers' 

schedules and formats. By focusing so much attention on 

providing news for news reporters, both large private 

corporations and the united states government are able to 

dictate well over half of the daily news that appears in 

our daily newspapers (Sigal 124-25; Brown 52-53). It is, 

then, no exaggeration to say that large bureaucracies in 

the united states have a dominant hand in the creation of 

most of the daily news that reaches the American public. 

News Collection 

When newsworkers collect news, then, they often do so 

from sources--usually large bureaucratic ones. One of the 

reasons that these bureaucracies can achieve so much 

influence on the production of news is that they know where 

to be in order to spread information that will become news. 



78 

Both news services and newspapers deploy their 

correspondents and reporters in regular and predictable 

places, called "beats." In order for a news item to become 

a news item, it must first be detected by a newsworker 

(Fishman 16). Beats are determined by a number of factors. 

In this section I'll discuss both the deployment of 

newsworkers who collect news and the collection procedures 

they use. I'll begin on the local and national level, with 

newspapers, then move on to the international news 

services. 

The deployment of news reporters begins with the 

assumption that readers are interested in news from 

specific places, about specific organizations, and on 

specific topics (Tuchman 25). These assumptions are based, 

of course, on the history of news itself: the past hundred 

years of journalism in the United states confirms that news 

is news about specific places, organizations y and topics. 

No one challenges that basic assumption, but it is a 

powerful assumption in that it helps determine what kinds 

of information qualify as news in the first place. 

Regular news beats are determined by the assumptions 

about what constitutes news. According to Tuchman, there 

are three methods of dispersing reporters: by geographic 

territory, by organizational specialization, and by topical 
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specialization. So, for example, we have Washington 

bureaus and metropolitan desks (geographic); reporters and 

bureaus at the city council, at police stations, and at the 

united Nations (organizational); and reporters assigned to 

the business pages, or the sports pages (topical). Beats-

the various places where news is regularly and reliably 

collected--determine what fills the vast majority of the 

daily paper. According to Herman and Chomsky, the news

net's national beats include the White House, the Pentagon, 

and the State Department (19)--and this helps explain why, 

as Sigal and others report, the majority of our page-one 

news comes from u.S. government officials. 

Editors naturally prefer to coordinate the collection 

of news ahead of time, before it actually happens. Indeed, 

if editors could not predict where news might occur, daily 

news would be impossible to produce. Beats represent news 

editors' attempts to predict where news will occur; they 

are also a form of self-fulfilling prophecy since reporters 

assigned to collect news tend to do exactly that--wherever 

they might be stationed. It is significant, then, that 

traditional beats include government offices, police and 

military headquarters, and other official branches because 

they ensure that much of the news will in fact be generated 

from these sources. 
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Once reporters have been deployed, they need a system 

by which they can collect news in a meaningful way. Like 

all professionals, newsworkers establish predictable 

patterns that help them perform their jobs more 

effectively. Tuchman observes that newsworkers classify 

all news into one of several categories as a matter of 

convention. She calls these "typifications," and they are 

designed to key in certain behaviors, procedures, and 

expectations in news professionals. The most basic 

categories that newsworkers use to classify news are hard 

~ and soft news. Hard news is "factual" material that 

requires immediate attention; it is page-one material. On 

the other hand, soft news is "human-interest" material, and 

has no real time constraint in terms of pUblication. It is 

with hard news that I am mainly concerned, since it is what 

makes up the principal "major news" of the day. 

within hard news, there are three basic typifications 

that tell us much about the collection of news. These are 

spot news, developing news, and continuing news. What is 

important about these categories is that some can be 

scheduled, while others can only be predicted. "Spot" news 

is news that is occurring "on the spot"--a plane crash, a 

speech, a stock market crash. These events cannot be 

predicted with certainty, but editors know where they tend 
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to happen, and these places can be monitored by ready 

reporters. "spot" news is really what led to the 

development of beats: the sooner a reporter can be "on the 

spot," and the more prepared he or she is to cover the 

story, the better that reporter's newspaper will perform. 

"Developing" news is a category that grows out of spot 

news. For example, while a plane crash is spot news, the 

investigation into its causes will be classified as 

developing news. This kind of reporting ~ be scheduled. 

If two reporters normally cover the FAA and the city 

airport as their beat, and if the developing story becomes 

too big for them to handle alone, other reporters can be 

assigned to help with the developing story. Similarly, 

"continuing" news can be scheduled as well. This is news 

on a single subject that goes on over a period of weeks, 

months, or years. Editors know that the story will 

continue to be covered, even if nothing "major" happens. 

What I want to emphasize here is that "hard" news makes up 

the majority of the daily news, and that prescheduled 

reporting beats largely determine what can possibly be 

collected as "spot" news, the largest category of hard 

news. Furthermore, spot news that spawns debate and 

audience interest comes to be classified as developing and 

even continuing news--so that spot news is at the root of 
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almost all hard news. Beats, then, and their arrangement, 

largely determine what news is collected and reported over 

time. 

Within the united states, news services collect their 

news with the help of local newsworkers across the country; 

this is true of AP, the nonprofit member-subscriber agency, 

and UPI, which hires "stringers" from local news outlets to 

call in the news of the day (Stonecipher 197). Therefore, 

news collection by the news services within the United 

states is nearly identical to the news collection 

procedures of newspapers themselves. On the international 

level, however, the news services can be seen to adhere to 

different market forces that determine not only what is 

gathered, but what is sent home. 

As Ahern points out, the distribution of news service 

bureaus "establishes the geographic boundaries of the wire 

service universe of events" (224). These international 

bureaus are analogous to the city hall bureaus of the local 

paper; if a newspaper has no city hall bureau, chances are 

that little news will be printed about the city hall. On 

the international scene, Boyd-Barrett finds that Africa is 

"clearly" under-represented in terms of the overall number 

of AP and UPI bureaus (46). In 1971 almost half of AP's 

foreign bureaus were based in Europe, and in 1974 about a 
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third of UPI's were based in Europe (45-6). Boyd-Barrett 

concludes that agencies are distributed to favor 

"privileged markets" (43). Apparently the agencies assume 

that clients want to read news about themselves, and very 

little about faraway lands. Both agencies maintain more 

domestic bureaus than foreign ones (Boyd-Barrett 44-45). 

Unlike the local newspapers, which act more out of 

professional convention about what news is and where it 

occurs, the international news services appear to be 

primarily concerned with reporting news that will be of 

interest to their clients--and these clients are largely 

Western. Along these lines, Richstad points out that while 

most critics and even news professionals recognize that 

home-country government and business interests influence 

the way international news agencies gather news, the news 

agencies themselves officially deny it, and "evidence is 

hard to find" (Richstad 248). 

News Selection 

I mentioned earlier that the majority of daily news 

coverage on page one of the New York Times and Washington 

Post originates with official government sources. Most 

local newspapers also use national news as the major 

portion of their page-one coverage. In fact these two 
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newspapers enjoy particular clout in determining what 

appears on front pages--and even TV and radio newscasts-

all across the country (Lee and Solomon 20). Therefore, 

it's useful to look at the prominent news services as the 

individual newspapers' basis for collecting and selecting 

national news, since few newspapers can afford to send 

reporters to Washington and New York to cover regular daily 

stories. 

Both AP and UPI provide "Day Books" to subscribing 

members (Tuchman 20). These Day Books list what's 

happening not just nationally but also in the region of the 

subscribing newspaper. Local papers use the Day Books to 

decide when to cover a story themselves and when to use the 

wire-service accounts. According to Tuchman, the New 

Yorker reported in 1976 a high correlation between events 

listed in the UPI New York city Day Book and local media 

coverage (20). In effect, the national news services act 

as agenda-setters for the thousands of local papers across 

the country. Local media use their own staff members to 

enlarge on stories already identified by the national news 

services, as opposed to developing alternative stories of 

their own initiative (22). Duplication is the norm. 

The crucial question, when we look at news selection, 

thus centers around the dominant news agencies--in the 
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United states, AP and UPI. They, along with purely 

national news services like The New York Times, the 

Washington Post, Knight-Ridder, and Gannett, seem to set 

the agenda for all national news, even on the local level. 

What is particularly ironic about the AP in this connection 

is that even while local newspapers make up the basis for 

the AP wire, they depend on the AP to choose the local 

stories that are best to cover. The same is true, to a 

lesser extent, for the UPI wire: local stories are covered 

by local reporters, sent or telephoned in to the wire 

service, then chosen and edited for the national wire--from 

which the local newspaper sets its daily news agenda. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The Rhetoric of News 

In the last two chapters I have discussed the 

political economy that provides the context of mainstream 

news production. I have described this context as a kind 

of kairos, an ongoing rhetorical situation that affects the 

way news is constructed. In this chapter I will move on to 

the news writing conventions, or nomoi, that mark the so

called "ideal of objectivity." These conventions can be 

arranged under the traditional rhetorical headings. I will 

begin with the Aristotelian appeals, logos, ethos, and 

pathos, by discussing the conventions of attribution, 

balance, and neutral diction. Then I'll move on to 

arrangement (taxis), style (lexis), and delivery 

(hypocrisis) by discussing the conventions of the inverted 

pyramid structure, the past tense, the third person point 

of view, and the explicit labeling of "interpretive" 

articles. These seven news writing conventions grow 

directly out of the political economy; that is, they are 

rhetorical strategies that respond to the kairos of the 
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news business. They serve not only to allow news 

organizations to manufacture a daily news product cheaply 

and efficiently, but also to project the appearance of 

ideological "objectivity" while simultaneously ensuring the 

dominance of the institutional voice of the social elite. 

As we've seen in Chapter One, the key to this dominance is 

the implicit assumption that institutional viewpoints are 

consensual viewpoints that represent the ideas of a broad 

spectrum of American society. 

The Three Appeals 

Logos: Most people consider news and other forms of 

informative writing to be "factual," but it's interesting 

to see just what the journalism profession regards as 

"factua1." The professional associations seem to have a 

naive empirical view of facts, which helps perpetuate the 

belief that news writing is "objective" in an 

epistemological sense. The codes of ethics of the 

Associated Press, the Society of Professional Journalists, 

and the American Society of Newspaper Editors all single 

out "truth" as their ultimate goa1. All three call for 

"accuracy" in reporting (Hulteng 77, 83, 86). However, 

none of them spells out any criteria for truth and 

accuracy. 
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In his first-hand observations of reporters at work, 

Mark Fishman found that " •.• the accounts reporters 

treated as factual, requiring no further investigation or 

substantiation, were bureaucratic accounts" (85-86). Not 

all such accounts were taken as factual, of course, but 

bureaucratic accounts were the only accounts that were ever 

taken at face value. Indeed~ Stephen Hess has found that 

Washington reporters, those working the federal government 

beat, use no documents at all to prepare nearly three

quarters of their stories (18). They typically rely only 

on interviews with sources. And when they do need to check 

fact or find a piece of information, they rely primarily on 

old news clippings, press secretaries, and public 

information offices (18). In each case, the source of 

information is the government itself. 

The verification process is supposed to work like 

this: after reporters identify a news occurrence on the 

,beat, then interpret it as a certain kind of manageable 

news item, the next step is to investigate the veracity of 

the story and the claims made by the people involved with 

it (Fishman 16). What we discover, however, is that some 

sources are considered more "reliable" than others, and 

thus enjoy an automatic, institutional claim on truth. 

When a reporter gets information from a "reliable source," 
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his or her investigative responsibility is minimal. On the 

other hand, if the information comes from an unknown 

source, or a private one, or a "radical" one, it must be 

researched by the reporter or newspaper before it can go 

into circulation (Herman and Chomsky 19). Sources are 

deemed reliable based in part on past performance, but as 

Tuchman argues, the concept of source reliability is 

essentially an economic necessity: if newsworkers 

challenged the truth-claims of large bureaucracies such as 

the u.S. Government, the news-net would simply break apart. 

"If all officialdom is corrupt, all its facts and 

occurrences must be viewed as alleged facts and alleged 

occurrences" (87). All the claims made by the u.S. 

government would have to be investigated and verified. 

This would make a shambles of the news industry as we know 

it--not to mention making it impossible for any 

organization to put out a daily news product. When asked 

to explain why they don't make use of more research 

facilities to verify information, most reporters cite "the 

time factor" (Hess 18). Accepting some information as 

factual helps make the production of daily news possible. 

The way reporters "pass along" the facts of 

institutional sources is simply to attribute them to their 

sources. Most news articles begin with a statement that 
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ends with an attributive tag such as "officials said" or 

"according to the government." Even the simplest facts 

must be attributed to a source. In a journal article about 

using nursery rhymes to help students develop good 

reporting habits, Ford N. Burkhart "improves"· the following 

line by adding the attributive tag, "police said": "An 8-

year-old boy was injured yesterday when he fell down a hill 

in the Tucson mountains during a search for water" (93). 

The convention of attribution prevents reporters from 

claiming factual knowledge about events like this, even 

when the reporters may have seen or spoken with the injured 

boy themselves. It is best to quote from police reports or 

other similar sources. According to M. L. stein, the 

author of a recent guide to news writing, attribution lends 

"strength and credibility" to a news article, and it also 

helps keep reporters and newspapers away from charges of 

libel (68). In effect, then, the only claims reporters 

make in news articles are claims about who said what. 

Reporters do make unattributed claims about major 

occurrences like airplane accidents and congressional 

votes, the assumption being that such claims are beyond 

verification, but most news claims include a clear 

attribution. 

In the October 24, 1991 Arizona Daily star, for 
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example, there were five front-page articles, and three of 

them began with an attributed claim. The two exceptions 

had to do with the signing of a peace treaty and the 

results of a House vote. There is clearly very little 

chance that these latter events did not occur. On the 

other hand, the attributed claims had to do with a gunman 

firing shots at a shopping mall, a doctor assisting in the 

suicides of two of his patients, and the possibility of 

diplomatic relations between the United states and vietnam. 

These are riskier claims to make, involving ongoing or 

developing news stories in which facts may later emerge or 

develop. So the reporters avoid making their own claims. 

Besides the excessive caution that this practice may 

represent, there is one other side effect of attribution: 

reporters are prevented from making even obvious or easily 

defended claims that involve the drawing of inferences or 

conclusions. Indeed, the American Society of Newspaper 

Editors cautions reporters against expressing any "personal 

interpretation" in a straight news story (Hulteng 86). 

Mark Fishman describes the result of such caution: 

The fact that reporters are restricted from drawing 

their own (nonbureaucratically sUbstantiated) 

inferences in hard news stories often means that they 

cannot come out and say what they mean to say or would 
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like to say. They privately talk about, but publicly 

will not write about, things they know to be true 

because in print such things would look like biased 

journalism. (88) 

As an example of this, Fishman discusses the case of a 

reporter who, when covering the Nixon presidential campaign 

of 1972, found himself unable to make obvious corrections 

in the content of Nixon's claims about the McGovern 

platform. According to the reporter, 

You can say that Nixon's attack on McGovern was 

couched in severe language and general terms, but you 

can't then write--lIand bore no resemblance to what 

McGovern has been saying. 1I (qtd. in Fishman 89) 

The convention of attribution, then, not only builds 

credibility and protects reporters from charges of libel, 

but it also forces reporters to avoid making obvious 

inferences that may shed light on the news item being 

reported. The reporters are asked to function not as 

thinking human beings, capable of making obvious 

connections about the people and events they cover, but as 

mechanical scribes who simply pass on to readers what 

they've been told by leaders and officials. As Fishman 

puts it, "Reporters are ,not entitled to know (in the sense 

of hard fact) what competent sources will not or do not 
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tell them" (145). 

Ethos: To allow for the swift and reliable collection 

of "facts," then, newsworkers have established a set of 

bureaucracies they deem reliable, and with rare exceptions 

reporters do not investigate their claims, but rather 

merely report them. Who are the reliable sources? 

Basically, they are groups of some size that participate in 

decision-making at a fairly high level; they are people 

whose opinions "count" because they are presumed to be in 

the know when it comes to the sUbstance of the news 

(Tuchman 81). They are politicians, bureaucrats, and 

corporate leaders; they are not leaders of social 

movements, grass-roots political organizers, or 

unaffiliated private citizens. Members of the latter 

groups are outsiders with "special interests," while 

members of the "reliable" groups are insiders. 

Spokespersons for the government are assumed to represent 

the view of the entire bureaucracy. In fact, reporters 

expect bureaucratic spokespersons to speak only in their 

professional capacity--as representatives of an official 

group, and not as parents, pet owners, private citizens, or 

what have you (Fishman 132). Spokespersons are assumed to 

represent a "consensus" that has been reached within an 

organization. Parents, pet owners, and private citizens 



are uninstitutionalized and are thus "unreliable" as 

sources. Their views are not "consensual." 
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Furthermore, government spokespersons are often 

assumed to speak not only for the institution, but for its 

constituency as well. These people are often identified as 

the "U.S.," as if everyone in the country were somehow 

behind the claim. To take a recent example, an Associated 

Press story written by Terence Hunt assumes that the United 

states executive branch represents the entire nation when 

it comes to the 1975 United Nations resolution that decried 

Zionism as racist: "The United states has long deplored the 

resolution, but Bush had postponed a campaign to repeal it 

out of a desire to maintain Arab support for the effort 

against Saddam in the Persian Gulf" (3A). By "the United 

states," what Hunt means, of course, is the string of 

administrations from Ford to Bush. But these groups are 

conflated under the universal heading, "U.s." 

In contrast to "official" spokespersons, who speak 

"credibly" for the entire country, or state, or city, those 

who speak for smaller social or political organizations are 

assumed to speak only for their particular interest group 

(Tuchman 92). Therefore, their facts and opinions need to 

be countered by other interest groups or else researched by 

the reporter. That the executive branch of the U.s. 
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government is not a special interest group is one of the 

central assumptions of current news practice. The ironic 

effect of favoring large bureaucratic accounts is that the 

"unreliable" "special interest" groups may well represent 

the "U.S." better than the officials who now are allowed to 

speak for the country. After all, special interest groups 

do include women, farmers, laborers, teachers, parents, and 

minorities. These are the voices that are not granted 

"truth" status by the methodology of journalistic 

objectivity. As the Glasgow University Media Group has 

pointed out, in a news report about a strike, management 

and union leaders will be quoted much more often than 

individual strikers (105-06). Only institutionalized 

voices are reliable voices. 

The overall effect of the division between reliable 

and unreliable sources is that reporters--seeking to ease 

their work and cut costs for the news corporation-

naturally seek out information from the sources deemed most 

"reliable." They will talk with "unreliable" sources, but 

when they do, they know it will entail background work and 

other verification--in other words, it will mean 

investigation, time, and expense, all undesirable to a busy 

corporation looking to put out a daily product. The actual 

breakdown of news sources, according to Brown et al., is 
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roughly 55% government affiliated, 25% non-government 

affiliated, and 20% unaffiliated (49). Generally, the 

first group is deemed reliable and the third group is 

deemed unreliable. The middle group's reliability depends 

on the type of organization the source is affiliated with. 

So between 55% and 80% of all sources used in the news 

require little or no verification. 

"Verifying" the news, then, is an economic rather than 

a scholarly procedure. Reporters know that statements of 

"fact" from so-called reliable sources--for example, "Libya 

boosting output of poison gas, u.S. says"--need not be 

researched, even if the statement is a sheer speculation or 

opinion. What is of most concern about this practice is 

that very few reporters, commentators, or readers openly 

acknowledge 'that there is a difference between a 

bureaucratic claim and a fact. Take this excerpt from a 

recent William Safire column, in which Safire takes a line 

from a New York Times news article and refers to it as a 

simple statement of fact: 

But Tom Friedman of the New York Times, who is far 

more evenhanded than me, reports this fact: "In the 

last three months of diplomacy, Secretary of State 

Baker managed to talk the Arab states out of making a 

freeze on Israeli settlement building activity a 
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precondition for their participation in the proposed 

peace conference, but he was not able to talk Mr. Bush 

out of it, officials said." (llA) 

The only "fact" here is that some "officials" have claimed 

something; what Baker managed to do in his diplomatic 

efforts with both the Arab states and President Bush is 

unknown in any definite sense. The fact that Safire 

reports what "officials said" as "fact" illustrates how 

removed most of us are from the actual origin of most news 

"facts." 

All of this underscores the prominence and influence 

of news sources. They are not so much what news is about, 

but what news is. Reporters, in this view, are not so much 

mediators as conduits. They are what Glasser calls 

"professional communicators," passive links between sources 

and audiences (15). Fishman puts it even more plainly: 

"officials have and give facts; reporters merely get them" 

(145). 

The methodological stance of objectivity leads 

journalists to allow many facts to be published without 

verification precisely because facts are now agreed to be 

consensually determined--and not subject to any "objective" 

litmus test. This makes news sources--not reporters--the 

primary creators of knowledge and meaning in news since 
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sources are assumed to represent a consensus, while 

reporters can obviously only represent a single viewpoint. 

And among sources, it turns out that the "credible" sources 

of news information are only those large and established 

enough to hold the same national and international 

interests as the social elite. 

The appeal of ethos applies to reporters as well as to 

sources. The principle ethical responsibility of reporters 

is to be "fair" by presenting balanced versions of events. 

Both the Society of Professional Journalists and the 

American Society of Newspaper Editors calIon news writers 

to present "all sides" of an issue (Hulteng 83, 86). A 

recent study published in Journalism Quarterly finds that 

while editors generally subscribe to one of three competing 

definitions of "objectivity," most do include "balance" in 

their definition (Boyer 27, 28). In a world where no 

single view can be the "correct" view, the objective 

reporter is asked to provide at least two views, leaving 

the final interpretation up to the reader. 

Balance in a news story is seen as a demonstration of 

fairness. In this way it serves a useful function .in 

maintaining the ideology of objectivity. Since not all 

news statements can be "verified" by the reporter, an 

ideology based on "accuracy" alone would demand that such 
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statements be omitted from hard news reports. But 

"fairness" merely demands that one unverifiable statement 

be balanced with another. If a source makes a claim or 

states an opinion that seems to represent a viewpoint 

rather than a "fact," reporters can rely on the convention 

of balance to help them go ahead and report what is said. 

Balance is really the key to journalistic objectivity. 

Reporters can quote any opinion or interpretation, but if 

they don't balance the opinions with alternate ones, they 

can be accused of bias. 

Fishman points out that not just any balancing 

viewpoint will do, however. There are two criteria that 

must be met. First, differing accounts must be equally 

competent or "reliable" (130). An account from Capitol 

Hill can't be countered with an account from a bystander. 

According to Fishman, accounts differ because of either 

"positional" or "interested" perspective: either several 

sources are consulted because they offer different physical 

(e.g., spatial or temporal) perspectives on an event, or 

they are consulted because they offer different social 

structural perspectives. But all "balancing" sources must 

be similarly competent as sources. Second, differing 

"interested" perspectives must differ on a structural level 

only. In other words, if a manager and a union leader 
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disagree about a benefits package, it must be because of 

their institutional positions, not because one happens to 

have cancer. Once again, the sources are representatives 

of an institutional consensus position, and not individual 

human beings with opinions. 

Balancing sources, then, are typically limited to 

institutional voices that have passed the "reliability" 

tests discussed earlier. On top of this (and largely 

because of this), the "range" of balancing sources can be 

quite narrow. A recent seventeen-paragraph news article, 

for example, discusses an Environmental Protection Agency 

plan to curb acid rain (Hebert). Fourteen of the 

paragraphs are based directly on material presented by EPA 

administrator William Reilly. One paragraph defines acid 

rain and its effects. The other two paragraphs, placed 

near the end of the article, "balance" Reilly's optimism 

over the plan. The source is the Edison Electric 

Institute, a public relations firm that represents the 

electric utility industry. So on the one hand we have a 

government agency that has come under fire for working 

primarily in the interests of energy companies, and on the 

other we have a firm representing energy companies. And 

yet the story is "balanced," in that it includes two 

presumably different interests. 
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Much like the convention of attribution, balance helps 

reporters maintain professional credibility, avoid 

reprimands from superiors, and avoid libel suits (Tuchman 

83). The convention allows them to let the sources state 

views and counter one another. As long as more than one 

view is given, and as long as the views are comparably 

competent, then reporters consider the stories unbiased. 

Normally, we think of this as applying to a single story, 

but Goldenberg observes that in some cases "objectivity" is 

measured over space and time, so that if one story on a 

page is "biased," it can be balanced by the other stories 

on the same page, or if one day's coverage of a developing 

story is "biased," it can be balanced by past or future 

coverage of the same story (84). It becomes very 

difficult, then, to call anyone story biased. Reporters 

are thus protected by the convention. 

Even the most hopeful news professionals and teachers 

admit that reporters can manipulate their use of quotes to 

inject their personal opinions into a story. For example, 

stein writes that 

One must concede that somewhere there are journalists 

who would distort or have distorted the news by acts 

of commission or omission in writing it. However, 

they represent a small minority and are likely to 
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public. (67-68) 
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Less common are those who recognize the inevitability of 

such slanting. Anyone who's ever written a developed 

report or argument knows there is no way to construct a 

piece of writing that incorporates other people's opinions 

--or facts and statistics, for that matter--without shading 

the emphasis of those bits of information by the placement, 

context, or selections chosen to be included. Tuchman 

cites examples of reporters actively searching out sources 

whose opinions matched their own, so the stories could come 

across the way the reporters wanted them to (97). But in 

effect this is no more "distorted" than reporters who 

simply allow two institutional sources to speak their 

minds. In each case--as in all cases--a selected range of 

opinions is being presented. 

What is more important about "balance" as a news 

convention, however, is that it indicates that some news 

professionals and teachers believe that "all sides" can 

ever be presented on an event or issue--or that the 

presentation of two or four or six views from 

institutionally validated sources can ever constitute an 

unbiased account. Ironically, the key to the convention of 

"balance" is the belief that institutional sources do 
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indeed represent "all" views, and that a balance of sources 

represents a balance of views. 

Pathos: As we have seen, journalistic objectivity 

demands that the reporter "remove" him or herself from the 

story, both as a writing presence and as a human presence. 

Therefore, the convention dictates that reporters avoid 

"value-laden vocabulary" (Sigal 17). In other words, the 

appeal of pathos is ostensibly to be avoided. It is clear, 

however, that even the concept of "value-laden" must be 

judged from the perspective of some community: what is 

"value-free" for one group may be considered value-laden, 

even emotionally charged, to another. Recently, for 

example, feminists and others have questioned the "value

free" quality of words such as man (in the generic sense), 

seminal, and history. All words carry with them a value 

system o~ some kind; some, of course, are more charged than 

others, but drawing a line between value-free and value

laden is not only difficult, but in itself a social and 

political act. 

In the realm of news writing, it is perhaps most 

accurate to say that reporters are discouraged from using 

terms that indicate an opinion that goes against the 

established climate of opinion (the "official" consensus) 

in the nation. So, for example, in the AP story cited 
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earlier, the reporter can label the leader of Libya as 

"dictator Moammar Gadhafi" ("Libya" 2A). The idea that the 

term dictator is not "value-laden," but merely descriptive, 

indicates the degree to which journalistic diction is 

inherently and unavoidably ideological. 

To take another example, The Associated Press 

stylebook and Libel Manual defines guerrilla as "unorthodox 

soldiers and their tactics" (92). But who decides what is 

an "unorthodox" military tactic? In practice, such tactics 

seem simply to be those that the u.s. government 

disapproves of. The same goes with the label terrorist. 

In December of 1988, four Soviet citizens kidnaped a 

busload of schoolchildren, demanded over $3 million from 

the Soviet government, and then hijacked an airplane and 

its crew and insisted on being flown to Israel. In Israel, 

according to a New York Times report, "Hundreds of police 

and soldiers were deployed at Ben-Gurion Airport to cope 

with the possibility that the plane bore terrorists" (2A). 

It's hard to imagine anyone claiming that the plane did not 

carry terrorists, given what they had done up to that 

point, but apparently it did not, according to the Times, 

since the four people are thereafter referred to as 

"hijackers" only. It's clear that the term terrorist is 

reserved for a special subgroup--undefined by the New York 
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Times--of those who kidnap and hijack. 

To cite another kind of example, we see the term self

rule being used when journalists write about the political 

goals of Palestinians in the Israeli-occupied territories. 

Barry Schweid of the Associated Press recently wrote that 

one of the goals of the October 1991 Middle East peace 

conference in spain was "to provide Palestinians who live 

under Israeli control a measure of self-rule" (lA). It 

would seem to be just as accurate to use the term democr~ 

here, but that would probably be viewed as a "value-laden" 

criticism of Israel, since the u.s. supports Israel as the 

only "democracy" of the region. If people controlled by 

Israel were looking for "democracy," it would be clear that 

Israel isn't really a democracy, so the term self-rule is 

used instead. Similarly, in South Africa, President F.W. 

de Klerk is not described as being against "democracy," but 

"majority rule" (Wren). There is no mention of the 

particular rules for applying the term "democracy" in 

either the AP or New York Times stylebooks; somehow, both 

Israel and South Africa qualify as democracies even though 

they don't yet allow "self-rule" or "majority rule" in the 

territories they govern. Applying democracy as a label, 

then, seems to be a value-laden activity. 

Finally, consider this opening paragraph from an AP 



story on the opening day of the 1991 Middle East peace 

conference: 
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For the first time in more than four decades of 

bloodletting, Israel and all its Arab foes sat down 

together, listening warily yesterday as President Bush 

urged them to forge a "territorial compromise." (Crary 

1A) 

The words "bloodletting," "foes," and "warily" stand out as 

especially "value-laden." The terms could have just as 

easily been "conflict," "enemies," and "intently," but for 

reasons we can only guess about the reporter chose the 

words he did. My point is not that such words can or 

should be avoided, but rather that they and all words are 

always and inevitably "value-laden," so to "avoid" such 

diction is an impossible and misleading goal. 

Arrangement, Style, and Delivery 

Structure: Another device reporters use as a matter of 

professional convention is the organizational format for a 

regular news story. Tuchman identifies two basic kinds: 

the "block style" story and the "inverted pyramid" (100). 

The block style story lists items piece by piece, in a 

fashion that almost suggests note-taking, as if the 

reporter were merely listing the events and remarks that 
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occurred at the scene--with no organization or 

interpretation on his or her part whatever. The effect of 

this structure is the further removal of the reporter. The 

implied message is "This is what happened," as opposed to 

"This is what I saw happening." 

More common is the inverted pyramid structure. 

According to Stein, this means that the article begins with 

"the most important information" and then is arranged "in a 

descending order of importance so the least important part 

of the story is in the last paragraph" (60). Tuchman adds 

that the movement in the inverted pyramid is usually from 

"hard" news to "soft," or from the basic facts of the 

situation to quotes and interpretations by those closest to 

it (100). As a form, this can be adapted even to those 

stories that lack what we might normally term "hard" news-

but the convention still implies that the information we 

receive first is "true," and only later will we get any 

opinions •. Therefore, this form serves to verify "softer" 

news when it is placed early; and conversely, it can serve 

to devalue hard news when it is placed late in the piece. 

Most striking about the inverted pyramid structure, 

however, is that it calls for the distinction between "most 

important" and "least important" information, a distinction 

that cannot possibly be done in any "objective" manner. 



Research does show that readers read twice as many 

headlines as stories, and they read more lead paragraphs 

than final paragraphs (stamm and Jacoubovitch 238). 
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Indeed, Schudson traces the origin of "leads" in journalism 

to the fact that many readers during the late nineteenth 

century took in the daily paper while commuting on a bus or 

rail car, so they needed ways to read quickly and 

efficiently (103). So the choice of headlines and leads is 

extremely important: both summarize the article for the 

reader. stein adds that when editors need to cut words 

from a news story, they typically do so from the bottom up, 

since they rely on reporters to arrange the material from 

the most to the least important (60). 

In the EPA article cited earlier, the headline reads 

"EPA proposal to cut acid rain could cost $4 billion a 

year," indicating that the reporter found the potential 

cost of the proposal to be most important, rather than 

potential benefits or even just details about the program. 

This was clearly an act of selection on the reporter's 

part. 

In a recent article, Ellen Ray and William H. Schaap 

write about the misleading use of headlines and leads in a 

New York Times story of September 9, 1990. The title of 

the story was "Attempts Have Been Made to Break Trade 
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Embargo Against Iraq, U.S. Officials Say." The lead 

sentence is "Several nations, including Cuba, have accepted 

shiploads of Iraqi oil since the United Nations imposed a 

worldwide ban on trade with Iraq. • • " The intimation 

here, according to Ray and Schaap, is that Cuba was 

attempting to break the trade embargo. But later in the 

news article, reporter Michael Wines reveals that the oil 

deliveries to Cuba left Iraq before the sanctions were 

imposed and did not violate the U.N. sanctions. Ray and 

Schaap add that the United States itself had accepted 

similar shipments. Further, the only phrase in the entire 

news article that relates directly to attempts to break the 

embargo is this one, from a State Department source: " 

two unnamed companies in Western Europe had secretly 

offered to smuggle food into Iraq." But if the research on 

readership cited earlier is correct, it may be that few 

readers would get that far into the article. According to 

Ray and Schaap v the natural conclusion most readers would 

take away is that Cuba had made attempts to break the trade 

embargo. This, then, is a case where the headline and 

lead--the structure of the news article--are not only 

selective but also potentially misleading. 

Past tense: The use of the past tense in news stories 

appears at first to be merely practical. As stein says, 
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" • writers have no crystal ball to predict events. 

They can only report what they know to be true at the time 

the information is collected" (65). In other words, by the 

time a newspaper actually hits the streets, facts may have 

changed, so it is best for reporters to use the past tense 

in order to avoid inaccuracies. So tense is a way of 

"fixing" facts and information in a particular time, thus 

making them a matter of record as opposed to a matter of 

speculation or ongoing activity. Past tense heightens the 

sense of certainty that surrounds reported opinions and 

information in the news. Simple past tense is the tense of 

history, and to most readers it indicates conclusiveness. 

Past tense also contributes stylistically to the 

distancing effect between writer and event that we see in 

the convention of the third-person point of view. writers 

must always compose in a particular time and place. They 

are "situated" in a context that, for them, defines the 

reality of that moment. By writing in the past tense, 

reporters work to deny their own worldly context. The 

events they write about are not as perceived in the moment, 

but are more simply presented as known, in the past tense 

and in the third person. 

Third Person: First-person news accounts are strictly 

reserved for human-interest features and syndicated 
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columnists. According to stein, "The idea of the third 

person is that the writer is the observer and chronicler, 

not a participant" (67). This represents the mainstream 

view among news professionals; in the Journalism Quarterly 

study cited above, one of the three editor "types" 

recognizes that reporters must be "interested" in the 

events they cover, but these editors still maintain that 

reporters must not be "participants" in the events (26). 

The other two editor types agree with stein: reporters 

should not even be interested; they are observers only. So 

the third-person point of view is preferred as a way of 

"removing" the writer from the explicit focus of the 

article itself: the news event. 

Sigal identifies point of view, along with some of the 

other conventions discussed here, as a strategy employed by 

reporters to avoid "the overt intrusion of the reporter's 

personal views" (16). The removal of the "I" has the 

effect of making the material seem less "written" and more 

"reported," as if the news event and the news report were 

one in the same. It is as if no writer or reporter were 

present at all; the story just "happens." In some cases 

reporters refer to a question they've asked of a news 

figure, but rather than say "I asked her about X," the 

third-person convention encourages the reporter to say "She 
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was asked about X," or even "A reporter asked her about X." 

This convention is probably the most clearly strategic 

characteristic of objective reporting. News writers are 

clearly trying to enhance the illusion that the piece is 

objective or, in effect, "unwritt'en." Going to such 

lengths as the awkward passive construction and the 

artificial use of "a reporter" or "this reporter" rather 

-than simple pronouns only further reveals the ideal ~ an 

illusion. 

The third-person point of view effaces the reporter. 

James Moffett has pointed out that "first and second 

persons are of a different order of reality than third 

person" (11). "I" and "you" are existential and 

un abstracted , while "he" and "it" are referential or 

symbolic only. As Moffett says, servants who use a term 

like "Her Highness" when addressing a queen are 

symbolically denying that they share reality with the 

queen. Similarly, reporters who refuse to use "I" or "you" 

in a news report deny the existence of writer and reader, 

abstracting the rhetorical situation to a point where the 

news "itself" is presumed to be communicated directly by 

the article--and not by a reporter or person. 

Labeling: In terms of news presentation, the news 

industry has instituted a clear division between "news" and 
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"news analysis" that explicitly identifies for the reader 

how a piece of writing is to be understood. The Society of 

Professional Journalists maintains that there should always 

be a "clear distinction between news reports and 

expressions of opinion," and that all articles that include 

"the writer's own conclusions and interpretations" need to 

be labeled as such (Hulteng 83, 84). The New York Times, 

for instance, uses the label "news analysis" for certain 

material that is understood to contain the writers' 

insights and opinions (Tuchman 97-98). Straight news, on 

the other hand, is is front-page material, hard news, the 

basic news of the day: "what happened." This material is 

not normally labeled at alli the reader is expected to 

assume that it is factual, researched information. This 

clear division of labels underscores for the reader the 

notion that anything unlabeled must be "true," and can be 

taken as fact. 

Only about 8% of all newspaper stories are labeled as 

analytical or interpretive (Hess 16). Most of these are 

handled by "columnists" as opposed to "reporters" because 

editors are so concerned about the appearance of having 

biased reporters. Reporters are expected to be unbiased 

not only within stories, but also in all their writing, and 

even in their private lives. The Associated Press code of 
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ethics, for example, calls on editors and reporters to 

avoid "such things as politics, community affairs, 

demonstrations and social causes that could cause a 

conflict of interest, or the appearance of such a conflict" 

(Hulteng 78). In addition, having reporters express their 

opinions in some of their writing may prevent them from 

doing their jobs as straight reporters. One editor put it 

this way: "If they call Kissinger dumb in a column, will 

Kissinger be willing to grant them an interview later?" 

(qtd. in Hess 16). It is clear from concerns like this 

that reporters with opinions would threaten the news 

production system as it now operates. As long as reporters 

simply print what people like Henry Kissinger tell them, 

however, the system will continue to run smoothly. And 

with labels marking only reporter-based stories, the 

Kissinger-based "hard news" stories will continue to be 

perceived by most readers as truthful and accurate. 

The Question of Audience 

So far I have discussed the seven stylistic 

conventions that are most commonly cited by news 

professionals, teachers, and critics. But before moving on 

to the close analysis of one news article, I would like to 

add one more convention that is less frequently discussed. 
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This is not so much a stylistic convention as a practical 

one. All writers either imagine an audience or write to a 

particular audience, and obviously news writers are no 

exception. Common sense suggests that the audience of news 

writers would be the readers of the local paper itself, or 

in the case of news service writers, all potential readers 

across the nation and globe. So we'd expect journalists to 

direct their writing to "the public" or the "readership," 

audiences which might be expected to differ for different 

kinds of newspapers. 

But in her discussion of the "beat system" and how it 

affects the work of reporters, Goldenberg notes one 

significant side-effect of reporters depending on regular 

sources for news material: over time, reporters "began to 

adopt official perspectives on problems and to write for 

these officials and for their fellow beat reporters" (79). 

Like other professionals, news reporters are affected by 

the social and political beliefs of the people they work 

with. Most important, though, Goldenberg suggests that 

reporters actually lose sight of their assumed audience-

the public--and begin writing for the people they work with 

day after day. These are the people, after all, who offer 

daily feedback to the reporters' work, and upon reflection 

it is not too surprising that such a shift in emphasis 
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should occur. It is another case of the professional 

concerns overriding the "mission" concerns of the newspaper 

industry as public entity. Newspapers are not simply 

records of "what happens," written and edited by machines 

with no interests and desires of their own. Journalists, 

like other writers, desire positive feedback, and if they 

view their sources and their peers as their principal 

readers, it stands to reason that they will try to write in 

such a way as to garner positive feedback from those 

groups. 

In this chapter I have discussed how the conventions 

of the "ideal of objectivity" determine the way "facts" are 

generated and presented in contemporary journalism. In 

rhetorical terms, we see that the appeal of logos is 

largely subsumed by the appeal of ethos: the persuasive 

power of mainstream news lies in the credibility of 

reporters' sources and in the way reporters themselves 

balance those sources in their writing. All the other 

writing conventions--neutral diction, the inverted pyramid 

structure, past tense, third-person point of view, and the 

labeling of "interpretive" articles--serve further to 

remove writers from any kind of knowledge-claiming or 

meaning-making role. Instead, the role of reporters is to 
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pass on the knowledge and meaning of the large and powerful 

bureaucracies that dominate much of American public life. 

In the final chapter, I will further consider both the 

kairos and nomoi of newswriting by examining in detail how 

one front-page news article was put together. This 

analysis will emphasize the fact that newswriting 

conventions are not so much ideological guidelines that 

ensure fairness and accuracy as they are rhetorical 

strategies that ensure that knowledge and meaning are 

constructed by a small community of powerful institutions. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Analyzing the Rhetoric of News 

As the previous chapter suggests, there are in fact 

two rhetorics of news: one is created by the individual 

reporter in response to particular news situations, and one 

is created by the overarching institutional factors that 

largely determine the choices an individual reporter has to 

make. In separating these two rhetorics, I wish to point 

out that single reporters are not merely responding to the 

immediate kairos surrounding news events, but they are also 

responding to the ongoing kairos of the political economy. 

In this chapter I will analyze a actual front-page 

news story from the summer of 1990. I'll begin by looking 

at the reporter's response to the particular news event, 

and show how he responded reasonably and conventionally. 

Indeed, he satisfies the criteria of the "ideal of 

objectivity." I will go on to show, however, that the 

choices made by this individual reporter were constrained 

and for the most part determined by the structural factors 

I have discussed earlier. My intention is to point out the 
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inherent contradiction of mainstream news: successfully 

"objective" news articles are not only shaped by the 

decisions of individual reporters (making them always and 

automatically "biased"), but they are also based in a 

subjectivist epistemology that favors the viewpoints of the 

dominant bureaucratic voices of the social elite. 

The news article I wish to analyze appeared on the 

front page of the June 28, 1990 Cleveland Plain Dealer, and 

I've chosen this particular article not because it is 

unique or nationally prominent, but because it is typical 

and local. It was written by a Plain Dealer staff writer,. 

Michael K. McIntyre, and it is nineteen paragraphs and 

approximately six hundred words long. On the day it 

appeared, it was the lead story, appearing on the top of 

the front page and continuing on an inside page. Clearly, 

the editors felt the story was well-written and important. 

Here is the article in its entirety: 



Lorain USS/Kobe seeks 

$410 million overhaul 

By Michael K. McIntyre 

Staff writer 

USS/Kobe Steel in Lorain wants to do a 

massive $410 million overhaul, which 

company officials say is crucial to the 

company's ability to compete. 

Officials from the city, the schools 

and the united Steelworkers of America 

are solidly behind the five-year 

expansion and renovation proposal, which 

they said would protect 2,900 jobs. 

That support is important because key 

elements of the package to finance the 

overhaul are a tax break from the city 

and smooth labor negotiations. 

Al Pena, USW Local 1104 president, 

said, "We're all for it. We got to have 

modernization to keep our people 

employed." 
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The plant is asking the ci ty for a 

$24.3 million tax break over the next 10 

years. 

Councilman G. Daniel Metelsky, whose 

committee handles tax abatements, said he 

hoped to put the issue to a council vote 

July 16. 

USS/Kobe is asking for a 50% abatement 

on personal property taxes for the 

expansion, which would result in a $2.43 

million savings to the company each year 

and a total savings of $24.3 million, 

according to company and city officials. 

The company last month unveiled a 

separate $50 million modernization, which 

was aided by a 10-year, 50% abatement 

granted' by council last July. The 

proposal now being considered is much 

larger and critical to the company's 

future, according to George A. Manos, 

USS/Kobe spokesman. 

"This is big-time stuff here," Manos 

said yesterday, noting that competitors 

were modernizing and that USS/Kobe would 
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be at a "competitive disadvantage" if it 

did not do the same. USS/Kobe Steel, a 

partnership between USX Corp. and Kobe 

Steel Ltd. of Japan, began operations 

last July 1. 

The last modernization concentrated on 

improvements to one of the plant· s two 

seamless pipe mills. 

The project now under consideration 

would involve istallation of new 

equipment, including a second bloom 

caster, a machine that forms molten steel 

into long sections ready to be made into 

pipes or bars; renovation of a blast 

furnace and other existing equipment; and 

extensi ve work in other areas of the 

plant, including finishing mills, Manos 

said. 

The company needs to weigh a number of 

issues before deiding whether to push 

ahead with the modernization, he said. A 

union contract that expires in February 

will have to be hammered out. company 

officials hope to get an early agreement 
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so they know labor costs before 

committing to the renovation, according 

to Pena. 

The abatement must also be decided 

before any go-ahead on renovation, Manos 

said. 

"Getting the tax abatement approved is 

a pieces of the puzzle and it's 

important, very important," he said. 

"You're ensuring the viability of 

approximately 2,900 people working there. 

If we don't modernize, there may be no 

taxes." 

Because there is a USS/Kobe board 

meeting in Japan July 18 and 19, Manos 

said he hoped council would give its 

approval at the July 16 meeting. 

Metelsky said the the [sic] and the 

modernization should be well received. 

"This is not a precedent for this 

council. We've done it in the past, and 

I think council would look at this 

request positively," he said. 

If the abatement is granted and the 
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project proceeds as planned, according to 

figures supplied by company and city 

officials, Lorain schools will get $1.78 

million a year in new taxes, Lorain 

County will get $426,000 and the city of 

Lorain, $222,000. If the modernization 

were done without abatement, they would 

have recevied [sic] double those amounts. 

Kenneth W. Kramer, president of the 

Lorain school board, said he was excited 

about the expansion and supportive of the 

abatement. 

"A boost like that will keep our 

students' parents working and staying in 

the community," he said. "I f they didn't 

have that tax abatement, would they stay 

in town? I'd say it's a small price to 

pay." 
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I'd like to divide my discussion of this article into 

two parts: first, I'll discuss the reporter's rhetoric and 

how it relates to the "ideal of objectivity." As long as 

we limit ourselves to the analysis of the reporter's 

rhetoric, however, we will be limited to one conclusion: 
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the reporter cannot possibly be "neutral" (or, put another 

way, the reporter is necessarily biased). This is an 

important conclusion to draw, since it threatens the very 

premise of the "ideal of objectivity." But it tells us 

nothing about why the reporter is biased in the direction 

he or she is biased. For this explanation we must move to 

the structural level, so next I'll discuss the 

institutional rhetoric and how it relates to the 

epistemology of this particular article and of mainstream 

news in general. 

Reporter Rhetoric 

As I showed in Chapter Four, news writing conventions 

can be considered as rhetorical strategies used by 

reporters to achieve a certain effect. The basic 

strategies are: 

* the inverted pyramid structure 

* the third-person point of view 

* the use of past tense 

* value-free diction 

* attribution of facts, information, and opinions 

* balance of sources and opinions 

These conventions, seen as strategies, seek to achieve 

the goals of the ideal of objectivity. The sense of 
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factuality and certainty is enhanced by the inverted 

pyramid structure, which highlights "hard" or "factual" 

news early in the article, and by the use of past tense, 

which appears to "fix" facts in a certain past. The sense 

that news is "transmitted" directly as opposed to "written" 

by a human being is promoted by the familiar structure, by 

the use of the third- as opposed to the first-person point 

of view, and by the use of "value-free" diction. Perhaps 

most importantly, the sense of fairness and neutrality is 

strengthened by the attribution of all facts, information, 

and especially opinions to sources and by the "balancing" 

of both sources and opinions by the reporter. So the goals 

of a reporter's rhetoric are clear: heighten the sense of 

factuality, promote the sense the news is a direct 

transmission of "reality" by minimizing the reporter's 

overt role in meaning-making, and above all communicate 

fairness by appearing neutral and by showing "all sides" of 

a story. 

The McIntyre article illustrates that these goals are 

easy to satisfy, at least nominally. Let's begin with the 

structure. In the McIntyre article, the headline and the 

"lead" indicate what the reporter has chosen as the "most 

important fact" of the news story: USS/Kobe wants to 

modernize. This is the vertex of the inverted pyramid. 
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Then the first six paragraphs, taken together, represent 

the "gist" of the article as a whole. Each key aspect of 

the story is included: 

1) USS/Kobe wants to do a $410 million overhaul 

2) the city, schools, and union are all behind the 

overhaul plan 

3) the overhaul is dependent on a tax break and 

smooth labor negotiations 

4) the union president supports smooth negotiations 

5) the tax break is for $24.3 million over 10 years 

6) Council will vote on measure on July 16. 

At this point in the article, after only six 

paragraphs and some 135 words, all of the "essential" 

elements of the story have been presented, and a hurried 

reader can more or less safely move on to something else. 

The rest of the article offers more details on the 

overhaul, some background on a past project and tax 

abatement, as well as the opinion of the sources already 

cited in the second paragraph. In short, then, this 

article does follow the inverted pyramid structure. 

The article also clearly uses the third-person point 

of view. McIntyre never refers to himself in any way, 

presenting the quotes from sources and other information as 

"given" as opposed to "sought after." In other words, it 
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appears that Al Pen a simply "said" what he said, rather 

than answering questions put to him by McIntyre. This is 

precisely what the third-person convention seeks to 

promote. So the article satisfies this convention as well. 

As far as tense is concerned, this article makes use 

of both the past and the present. USS/Kobe's plans are 

cast in the present tense: "USS/Kobe Steel in Lorain wants 

to do a massive $410 million overhaul. "The present 

tense is also used to characterize the apparently ongoing 

opinions of the sources, who "are solidly behind the five

year expansion and renovation proposal.. "In 

contrast, the past tense is used when the reporter 

describes the past modernization project and, most often, 

when he attributes quotes to sources. The word "said" 

appears in the article thirteen times. This is consistent 

with the past-tense convention: what is meant to be 

"certain" is cast in the past tense. What is "certain" in 

this article is 1) that a past modernization project 

occurred for which the company received a similar 50% tax 

abatement and 2) that these four sources said the things 

that they did. The present tense is used for ongoing 

concerns and reporter claims about how the sources feel. 

The convention of "value-free" diction is a difficult 

one to assess, since, as I've indicated, it's hard to claim 
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that any word or term is completely "value-free." However, 

this article does seem to be free of emotionally-charged or 

overly colorful terms. The one possible exception is the 

word "massive" in the opening paragraph. It's an extremely 

relative word that is often used in a hyperbolic sense. 

Even so, we might excuse McIntyre for using the word where 

he does--in the attention-grabbing lead. If such a word is 

to be used, I suppose the lead is the place to use it. 

otherwise, the diction in the article is quite flat and 

descriptive. So the convention appears to be satisfied. 

In terms of attribution, McIntyre covers himself very 

thoroughly. There are only three instances when a 

statement is not directly attributed to a source, one in 

the third paragraph, one in the fifth, and one in the 

tenth. In each case, however, the statement summarizes the 

material that surrounds the paragraph--and the summarized 

material is clearly attributed to sources. So even though 

three paragraphs are not directly attributed, they can be 

said to be indirectly attributed. The rest of the article 

is dominated by attributed statements, which can be seen at 

a glance by reading the last few words of each paragraph. 

Fourteen of the nineteen paragraphs end with an attributive 

tag or a direct quote. Two others (the ninth and 

seventeenth) end with reporter claims that are clearly 
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based on information provided by the sources. Overall, 

then, this article satisfies the convention of attribution. 

"Balance," the last convention, is also a difficult 

one to assess because we cannot accurately "weigh" one 

source or opinion against another. But it's easy to see 

how McIntyre intended these four sources to balance one 

another. The four sources are 1) a city council member, 2) 

a corporate spokesperson, 3) a union president, and 4) a 

school board president. I see at least four "balancing" 

relationships at work here: 

* city council/corporation: public/private. 

* corporation/union: management/labor. 

* union/school board: primarily aff·ected by 

overhaul/primarily affected by tax break. 

* corporation/school board: potential beneficiary of 

tax break/potential loser from tax break. 

If we accept these sources as representative of the groups 

to the right of each colon, then a very large sector of the 

Lorain County population is represented by these four 

views: the voting public, the private sector, white collar, 

blue collar, those affected by the overhaul and those 

affected by the tax break, and those who stand on each side 

of the tax break issue. Seen in this light, this article 

indeed appears to satisfy the convention of balance. 
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In rhetorical terms, we can see the six conventions 

discussed here working as strategies that attempt to 

minimize the sense of reporter involvement (pathos), 

heighten the sense of factual certainty (logos), and 

heighten the sense of both source and reporter credibility 

(ethos). The general rhetorical effect is to communicate 

an article that is made up of unemotional, factually 

accurate, and credible information and opinions. In 

general terms, then, this article seems to satisfy the 

major criteria of the "ideal of objectivity." However, I 

don't believe that any but the most naive high school or 

college journalism classes would stop their analysis here. 

At least three of the six conventions discussed above seem 

to deserve more attention: the inverted pyramid structure, 

the use of attribution, and the balance of sources. 

Inverted Pyramid: The "lead" of this article is stated 

in the first paragraph and summarized in the headline: 

"Lorain USS/Kobeseeks $410 million overhaul." Given the 

information presented in the article, however, at least one 

other lead seems like a reasonable choice: "Lorain USS/Kobe 

seeks $24.3 million tax break." Why didn't McIntyre choose 

this as his lead? A journalism class might toss around a 

few possible explanations: the overhaul is the reason for 

the proposed tax break, so it is the more "basic" part of 
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the story; the citizens of Lorain are more interested in 

the long-term plans of the steel company than in the short

term decisions of the city council; the $410 million figure 

is more likely to attract attention and gain readers. 

Whatever the explanation, there is no clear reason why the 

"overhaul" lead was chosen over the "tax break" lead. It 

simply appears to be a rhetorical decision made by the 

reporter for unknown--and perhaps unconscious--reasons. 

Attribution: As I mentioned above, nearly the entire 

article--all but five paragraphs--is directly attributed to 

a source. Three paragraphs are one-sentence summaries that 

refer to material that is attributed in detail later. The 

two other unattributed sentences are these: 

1) "USS/Kobe Steel, a partnership between USX Corp. 

and Kobe Steel Ltd. of Japan, began operations last 

July 1." 

2) "If the modernization were done without abatement, 

they would have recevied [sic] double those 

amounts." 

Again, a journalism class might wonder why these were 

left unattributed. In the first case, it seems obvious 

that the information is widely known or at least easily 

verified, so it really doesn't require attribution. But 

still, the question remains: "Why is the information 



133 

included at all?" Perhaps the reporter viewed both the 

company's corporate roots and operations history as 

important bits of background information. But we don't 

know why this information might be important to the story. 

In the second case, we get a sentence that provides a 

third way to look at the different scenarios possible in 

relation to the proposed tax break. The first scenario is 

offered by the corporate spokesperson in paragraph 

fourteen: "Getting the tax abatement approved is a piece of 

the puzzle and it's important, very important. • If we 

don't modernize, there may be no taxes." In other words, 

scenario #1 is that the tax abatement is refused, the 

company doesn't modernize and thus goes out of business, 

and the city receives no taxes from USS/Kobe. The second 

scenario is described in paragraph seventeen: 

If the abatement is granted and the project proceeds 

as planned, ••• Lorain schools will get $1.78 

million a year in new taxes, Lorain County will get 

$426 million and the city of Lorain, $222,000. 

In other words, Scenario #2 is that the tax abatement is 

granted, the company modernizes, and the city receives 

$2.43 million in taxes. 

The unattributed sentence of paragraph seventeen 

reveals Scenario #3: the tax abatement is refused, but the 



company modernizes anyway, and the city receives $4.86 

million in taxes (double the amount in Scenario #2). 

Why was this sentence included, even though it is 

clear that none of the sources mentioned it explicitly? 

Perhaps the reporter merely wanted to "round out" the 

figures by reminding us that Scenario #2 would represent 

the 50% tax break situation that the company is seeking. 
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In other words, the final sentence tells us what the 

Scenario #2 figures are 50% of. So it may be an attempt to 

show "all sides" of the story. But still, since it appears 

that no source supplied the figures of Scenario #3, we 

cannot be sure why the reporter chose to include any 

reference to the scenario at all. Indeed, we could use 

this single unattributed sentence as the basis for a charge 

of reporter bias: since this third scenario is not what the 

sources discussed, we could argue that it doesn't belong in 

the article. In the strictest sense, the conventions of 

newswriting forbid it. And yet here it is. Why? 

Balance: As indicated above, the four sources used in 

this article do "balance" each other in a number of ways. 

But anyone who writes must surely understand that any four 

sources could themselves be "balanced" by four more, and 

that any two balancing sources could be replaced by two 

other, quite different, sources, and still represent a 
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balance. So with this article, we are faced with the 

question of why these four sources were included, and not 

others. McIntyre did not contact other Lorain-area steel 

companies or other corporations that may have funded their 

QNn modernizations and paid their full share of taxes, for 

example. He didn't contact citizens' groups or other 

people who might feel that governments shouldn't "bailout" 

struggling companies or "pay for" corporate overhauls. And 

he didn't contact anyone represented by the school board 

president--teachers or parents--who might like to maximize 

tax revenues by insisting on other ways for USS/Kobe to 

modernize. 

We can point to the problems with the "balancing" done 

by McIntyre in this article, but we cannot exlain fully why 

he stopped with the four sources he did--at least not 

without looking beyond the rhetoric of this particular 

article. Indeed, all of the unanswered questions raised in 

the last several paragraphs can be answered if we move past 

the reporter's rhetoric and examine the institutional 

rhetoric. 

Institutional Rhetoric 

Chapters Two and Three revealed five key 

characteristics of the news industry that contribute to the 



136 

ongoing kairos, or rhetorical situation, of the writing of 

any particular news story. In brief, these five 

characteristics are: 

1) Information Subsidies: sources supply raw material 

of news most economically and efficiently (see 

Gandy). 

2) Presumed Consensus: an organization's leadership is 

presumed to represent a consensual view of all its 

members (see Schudson). 

3) Bureaucratic Affinity: large organizations are most 

compatible in routines and priorities, and thus 

tend to exchange information most readily with one 

another (see Fishman). 

4) Beat System: editors situate reporters where news 

typically occurs--thus news typically occurs where 

reporters are situated (see Tuchman). 

5) Audience Effect: reporters work daily with sources, 

so primary feedback comes from sources, editors, 

and other reporters--not readers (see Goldenberg). 

These five characteristics of the news industry help 

place the "ideal of objectivity" in context: we can see 

that newswriting conventions respond simultaneously to the 

ideological need for the "neutral" presentation of 

"consensual" facts and the institutional need for cheap, 
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efficient, and routine news production. 

These five characteristics also suggest a series of 

questions that are important to ask of any individual news 

article. Exploring these questions lead to a deeper and 

more structural understanding of the way a news article has 

been put together: 

Lead/Emphasis 

* How or why did the story originate? 

* Is it a "source-based" or "reporter-based" story? 

* Have the sources contributed to the "framing" of 

the information in the story? 

style/Diction 

* Is the language of the story the language of the 

sources? 

* Are there terms used that imply a judgment that 

is routinely accepted or overlooked? 

Attribution 

* Could the reporter have done additional research 

into information not provided by the sources 

consulted? How would it change the story? 

Balance 

* Do the sources consulted in the story represent 

the views of leadership, wealth, and/or power? 

How would the story be different if viewed 



from the perspective of other sectors of 

society? 
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Lead/Emphasis: On the surface, it's difficult to 

understand why McIntyre chose to focus the lead of the 

story on the overhaul plan and not on the tax break 

proposal. But it becomes more clear when we consider the 

structure of the situation. 

I spoke with McIntyre about his beat, and he told me 

that he was working the "Lorain County" beat for the Plain 

Dealer, which, he told me, amounted to covering the Lorain 

City Hall. He picked up this story when he found 

USS/Kobe's application for the tax abatement in the "public 

hopper," a basket in City Hall where all public documents 

are placed for public viewing. Of course, most of these 

documents are viewed only by reporters--and, in the case of 

the Lorain city Hall public hopper, by McIntyre and one or 

two other local reporters. In any case, the fact that 

McIntyre found the form in a public hopper means that this 

is a "reporter-based" story. In other words, it is one of 

the 40% of all front-page stories that do not originate 

through routinely planned bureaucratic channels like press 

conferences or releases (Sigal Reporters 121; Brown 51). 

It is an example of "enterprise journalism" in the sense 



that it was reported primarily due to the reporter's 

initiative. 
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What's most interesting about the origin of this story 

is that it began with the application for the tax break-

not with a press conference about a proposed overhaul. And 

yet the lead of the story focuses on the overhaul. We are 

now in a position to understand how this shift might have 

occurred: during the course of McIntyre's investigation, he 

was supplied with information by the company and the city 

council member, and that information led him to conceive of 

the "news" as concerning the overhaul first, and the tax 

break second. In other words, he adopted the viewpoint of 

the company itself: we want to modernize, so we'd like to 

get a tax break. This is very clearly a case where the 

lead of the story appears to have been influenced by the 

sources of the story. The original--and quite literal-

lead was the tax break, but since no source that was 

consulted considered it to be the main story, it ceased to 

be the lead. 

style/Diction: As I mentioned above, there are not a 

lot of words or terms in this article that appear very 

emotionally or even ideologically charged. Like the 

headline and lead, the word "massive" does highlight the 

overhaul as opposed to the tax break (which receives no 
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adjective at all). 

The most interesting language in this article appears 

in paragraph seventeen, where we see the reporter highlight 

the perspective of the steel company. First of all, seven 

and a half of the lines in the paragraph portray Scenario 

#2, the scenario the company is hoping for, and only three 

and a half lines portray Scenario #3. Second, all of the 

figures given are presented as "new," positive revenues for 

the schools, county, and city of Lorain, even though it is 

quite possible that, given Scenario #3, the same figures 

could have been conceived of as losses: "Lorain schools 

will lose $1.78 million a year in taxes." The emotional 

power of the figures are at issue here: on the one hand, 

they are presented as revenues (in the millions of 

dollars), and on the other that could have been presented 

as losses. 

Third, when McIntyre does get around to presenting the 

possibility of Scenario #3, he adopts for the first time a 

conditional tense. In Scenario #2, the sentence reads, "If 

the abatement is granted and the project proceeds as 

planned, . Lorain schools will get • " But in 

Scenario #3, the sentence reads, "If the modernization were 

done without the abatement, they would have received double 

those amounts." So we get a hierarchy of possibility here, 
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in which the third option is already relegated to the past 

conditional tense. Consciously or not, McIntyre has 

clearly accepted the dual scenario favored by the steel 

company he is purporting to cover: "either we get a tax 

break, or we go out of business and pay no taxes at all." 

Attribution: McIntyre got the information for this 

story from two sources: the city council member and the 

corporate spokesperson. The attributed information 

includes the details of the proposed tax abatement, the 

date of the proposed Council vote, the anticipated tax 

revenues given the first two of the three possible 

scenarios, the details of the past modernization and tax 

abatement, and the number of people whose jobs could be 

affected if the steel company were to close down. All of 

this information was given by the company or by city hall; 

none of it was "discovered" by the investigating reporter. 

As I mentioned earlier, there are two bits of 

unattributed information, and they indicate a possible line 

of inquiry that McIntyre chose not to follow. Indeed, as a 

front-page reporter he could not follow this line because 

it would have transformed this article from a "hard news" 

story to a "feature investigation." 

The first unattributed bit of information tells us 

that USS/Kobe is the result of a partnership of USX 
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Corporation (formerly US Steel) and Kobe Steel of Japan. 

As parent companies, these companies might be expected to 

shoulder the burden of USS/Kobe's modernization--especially 

considering that the partnership itself was at that point 

less than a year old. In effect, the two parent companies 

had taken over an antiquated mill, and they must have known 

that a major modernization was on the near horizon. 

Indeed, the $50 million modernization plan of 1989 could be 

seen as a 

"trial run" to see if the city council was disposed toward 

granting such tax abatements for the company. city council 

member Metelsky goes so far as to cite the previous tax 

abatement as a "precedent" that indicates that this newer 

one would be "well-received." 

The point is that we learn nothing more about the 

parent companies in the article. McIntyre might have done 

what I have done and researched the 1989 financial records 

of the two parent companies. As for Kobe Steel, he would 

have run up against the same hurdle I did: Japanese 

companies are not required to publish financial records as 

public corporations are in the United states. So no 

information was available on them. But USX reported a net 

income of $965 million in 1989 (Standard & Poor's 7612), 

and this after a decade of recession in the American steel 
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industry. In fact, the very partnership came to be when 

USX was no longer willing to run the Lorain mill without 

Japanese help, which indicates that the net income of Kobe 

Steel might well have been higher than the nearly $1 

billion reported by USX. At any rate, it seems reasonable 

to ask whether parent companies earning in the billions of 

dollars per year might be able to cover the $2.43 million a 

year that USS/Kobe sought in a tax break from Lorain 

County. This question is, of course, never considered in 

the article because as a front-page reporter it is not 

McIntyre's job to raise questions--but rather only to 

communicate the "answers" provided by sources. 

An alternative "lead" that never materialized in this 

political economy might be something like this: "A request 

filed by Lorain USS/Kobe for a $2.43 million a year tax 

break has left teachers and citizens wondering who should 

finance corporate overhauls--the billion-dollar companies 

themselves or Lorain County taxpayers?" 

Balance: The four sources used in this news article 

are all single representatives of much larger 

organizations. In fact, the city council member speaks 

indirectly for the entire city of Lorain. The corporate 

spokesperson is a man who has been chosen to speak for the 

company; his entire job is to produce and frame information 
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for public consumption. Likewise, the union and school 

board presidents sit on top of their organizations as the 

principle decision-makers and the main spokespersons. Both 

are elected positions, which means that what they say and 

do in public is very important to them in terms of holding 

their present positions. In sum, all four sources do 

represent leadership positions and positions of power. 

The possible sources mentioned earlier in this 

chapter--school teachers, citizens' groups or individual 

citizens, and even other corporate leaders or 

representatives--were not consulted for this article for 

two reasons. On the one hand, any more research would have 

cost the reporter time and possibly money. with the four 

sources he reached, he could legitimately claim to have 

"represented" the entire community, so he probably saw no 

reason to expend more time or energy on the matter. 

Nonetheless, given more time, he might have consulted the 

leader of the teacher's union or the president of the local 

Chamber of Commerce to get more of the views of teachers 

and local businesses. Given these two sources, however, 

it's likely that he would have heard much of the same. The 

interests of all these people are pretty much the same: to 

s,upport corporate growth and the retention of jobs, and of 

course to avoid controversies that might jeopardize their 
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positions. 

On the other hand, several of these possible sources 

would rarely, if ever, be consulted by a mainstream front

page news reporter. Individual teachers and citizens are 

nearly out of the question since they don't represent the 

consensual views of an organization. And advocacy groups 

like citizens' groups are generally considered to be 

"special interests" whose information and opinions require 

verification and further balancing. In other words, they 

require more work for the reporter--more than most are able 

or willing to give. 

Conclusion 

What this analysis reveals is that there are answers 

to the questions posed earlier about the USS/Kobe article. 

There are reasons for the lead being focused the way it is, 

and for the two unattributed sentences not being 

attributed, and these particular sources being consulted 

but no more. Any rhetorical analysis that stops on the 

surface level, however, will not uncover the reasons. The 

decisions made by McIntyre--indeed, by any front-page 

reporter--are for the most part conventional ones, put into 

place long before he or any any current reporter put pen to 

paper. If we look only at the decisions made by individual 
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reporters, we can only discuss their decisions in terms of 

the conventions. And this quite often fails to reveal much 

at all, except for the occasional charges of "bias" that we 

saw when it came to McIntyre's word choice and failure to 

attribute a couple of sentences. But the charge of bias 

overlooks the more central concern that rhetoricians ought 

to have, and that is why the writer made the decisions that 

he or she made. 

A structural analysis reveals the reasons behind the 

conventions, and this is where we begin to see why typical 

front-page stories are constructed the way they are. The 

conventions are an institutional response to the ongoing 

rhetorical context that makes up the news industry and the 

political economy of which the industry is part. 

Therefore, any discussion of the "rhetoric of news" must 

include the important influence of the political economy on 

the writing of each and every front-page news article. 
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